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Abstract and Keywords
The topic of this thesis is Japanese women artists from the contemporary period,
with a particular focus on the work of Miwa Yanagi and Yoshiko Shimada. It questions
and problematizes the position of Japanese women artists in art historical and feminist art
historical scholarship. Its main concern is the absence of feminist and gender theory in
the interpretation and criticism of Japanese women’s art and, the hitherto, non
articulation of a Japanese feminist art practice. The approach taken is largely feminist in
orientation, which will serve to: 1) consider culturally specific conditions for discussing a
Japanese visual practice from the perspective of feminist and gender theory; and 2)
speculate on gender, race, and class construction in Japan’s modem period. This thesis
suggests that theories of nation, gender, class, and economy as they developed in Japan’s
modem period are central to feminist evaluations of gender and power in contemporary
Japanese art.

Keywords: Women Artists - Japan, Contemporary Art - Japan, Feminism and Art Japan, Gender Identity in Art, Miwa Yanagi, Yoshiko Shimada, Shoko Maemoto, Miran
Fukuda, Hiroko Okada, Tomoko Sawada, Mako Idemitsu, Japanese Feminism, Japanese
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Introduction
The study of contemporary East Asian art has flourished over the last three
decades. A significant amount of scholarship in this discipline focuses on the
relationship between East Asian art, globalization and cultural hybridization. As such,
this region and its contemporary art are most often theorized in terms of the “transcultural
postmodern.” Japan is considered by many scholars as the epicentre for the study of the
transcultural because of the country’s long history of appropriation from other Asian
countries and its rapid modernization through “Westernization.” For this reason,
contemporary Japanese art is frequently posited as the most demonstrative of the
“transcultural postmodern” in contemporary East Asian and Japanese art generally.
While many scholars hail transcultural discourses for their potential to disassemble the
hierarchy between Western and non-Westem art, others feel that trans-discourses too
easily obscure local or regional concerns. In response to the valorization of the
“transcultural postmodern” in the Asian visual field, art historian Reiko Tomii cautions
that the “blind embrace of the transnational or transcultural could suffer the risk of
glossing over the locally specific that informs individual practices.”1 Tomii is specific in
her warning against the theoretical erasure of tensions between the “globalizing gaze”
and “internal, local perception” via discourses of the hybrid and the borderless. I would
suggest that the study of East Asian women artists has already suffered from the
theoretical erasure of tensions that Tomii so stridently warns against. The broad desire to
map the transcultural onto the Asian body as nation (as nation and as woman) has made

1
Rieko Tomii, “Historicizing “Contemporary Art”: Some Discursive Practices in Gendai Bijutsu
in Japan,” Positions: East Asia Cultures Critique 12.3 (2004): 612.
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invisible the theoretical concerns of Asian women artists as collective and individual
artists. This seems to be the case where Japanese women artists are concerned.
Though discourses that privilege the “transcultural postmodern” are not
necessarily mutually exclusive from those that focus on the specific concerns of female
artists, it appears that in the case of Japanese women artists, the former has taken
precedence over the latter. In fact, in the study of ancient, modem and contemporary
Japanese visual art, few analyses have focused solely on Japanese women artists and few
take feminist theory as a critical starting point. A pemsal of existing scholarship suggests
that the theorization of a Japanese feminist art historical discourse does not exist in
Western scholarship either; even with the current institutional and academic interest in
contemporary Japanese art, there are few comprehensive studies dedicated to the
relationship of contemporary Japanese women artists to feminist and gender theories.
There is but a modicum of scholarship that theorizes the position of Japanese women
artists within Japan, the geopolitical construct named Asia or the global art community.
In addition, there have been only minor attempts to incorporate Japanese women artists
into Western and transnational feminist discourses. This remains the case despite the
efforts by feminist art historians and critics to cultivate a transnational feminist
framework of interpretation since the mid-1990s. Why have there been so few attempts
by feminist theorists working in the fields of visual culture and art history to articulate
feminist practices in the visual arts in Japan? On what, if anything, is this lacuna from
existing art historical discourse and feminist art criticism premised? Can a transnational
feminist discursive framework provide a means to tackle the hitherto exclusion of
Japanese women artists from art historical discourses? These questions are particularly

3

timely, in light of the call by proponents of a transnational feminism to articulate
“common differences” among feminist movements on a global scale.
The omission of feminist and gender concerns from the theorization of
contemporary Japanese art involves a number of other important issues. To start, it raises
questions about the kinds of structural exclusions women artists experience in Japan. A
perusal of survey exhibitions of contemporary Asian and Japanese art indicates that
Japanese women artists may suffer from a lack of institutional support inside and outside
Japan. That a small and select number of Japanese women artists tend to make recurring
appearances in survey and solo exhibitions implies that this is the case; incidentally,
scholarship tends to focus on this same circumscribed group of exhibiting artists. In view
of the minor representation of women artists in international and domestic exhibitions, it
is perhaps not surprising that there has yet to develop a sustained dialogue around
women’s artistic practice in Japan. The current institutional hurdles that women artists
face raise even bigger questions about the modem canonization of Japanese art and its
institutions. There has been virtually no examination of how Japanese art institutions
have been implicated in discourses on gender and power. In addition, little is known
about how contemporary Japanese artists in general have chosen to address issues of
gender in the Japanese visual field; along with the theorization of a Japanese feminist art,
this study is also necessary. A historical perspective on the genderization of modem
Japanese art and its institutions is needed.
So, where does the articulation of a Japanese feminist art practice begin,
especially when many contemporary Japanese women artists do not acknowledge
feminist and gender theory as something that informs their practice? To reduce this study
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to questions of whether or not art produced by Japanese women artists is necessarily
feminist in nature, or if works created by Japanese women artists are meant to impart
feminist messages, is unproductive. Neither is it simply a matter of discerning the
relationship of a feminist visual arts practice in Japan, if any, to existing Western feminist
art criticism, nor of how to write about those objectives in a way that acknowledges
difference and avoids merely inserting them into pre-existing Western-centered
discourses. The articulation of a feminist art practice in Japan is an adjunct to broader
issues of gender in the Japanese visual field that have yet to be fully explored; its study is
entrenched in a complex history of identification that has marked Japan as a “feminine”
body by internal and external forces. What is more, many Japanese women artists show a
pointed and critical interest in the relationship of gender to the discourses of family,
nation, and economy in Japanese society. It is important to take into account the specific
understanding of these categories as gendered historical constructs from a Japanese
perspective.
Ultimately, this thesis seeks to question and problematize the placement of
Japanese women artists in one particular site of signification, art historical discourse.
Chapter one discusses the absence of Japanese women artists from art historical
discourse. While this chapter will consider some of the culturally specific conditions for
discussing a visual practice that is implicated in feminist and gender theory, its main
concern is one of historiography. Chapters two and three will examine the work of two
contemporary women artists respectively, Miwa Yanagi and Yoshiko Shimada. Though
treated on an individual basis, a comparison of their work will show that these two artists2

2
the family name.

Please note that all artists’ names appear in the English format whereby the given name precedes
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share a common point of departure - the regulation of women’s roles and identities since
the modem period.3 Read together, these two chapters identify concepts of nation, race,
class, and economy as they developed in the modem period, as the starting point for
feminist reassessments of gender and power in contemporary Japanese art.

3
In historical terms, the modem era in Japan can be divided into four periods: the Edo period
(1600-1868), the early Meiji period (1868-1890), Imperial Japan (1890-1945) and contemporary Japan
(1945-present). However, in art historical terms, the modem period indicates the decades between the early
Meiji Period and the end o f the Asia-Pacific War in 1945. This marks the period in which Japan introduced
Western styles o f art production and teaching as part o f its modernization program.
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Chapter One: Japanese Women Artists in the Contemporary Period: An Overview
of Feminist and Art Historical Scholarship
This chapter posits that the absence of Japanese women artists from art historical
discourse bears a causal relationship to the way in which contemporary Japanese and
indeed Asian art in general, have been theorized in Western scholarship since the mid1980s. It speculates that the paucity of scholarship on contemporary Japanese women
artists lies somewhere in the interstices of three mutually imbricated dialogues: 1)
discourses of the transnational; 2) the theorization of a contemporary Asian art; and 3) the
increased institutional focus on the Japanese avant-garde. It involves a re-examination of
the existing scholarship on contemporary Japanese art to consider how the history of
Japanese art since the postwar period has unfolded in Western art historical discourse and
why this has contributed to the dearth of scholarship on feminist and gender theory in
studies of contemporary Japanese art and by extension the absence of scholarship on
Japanese women artists. It will take into consideration the present scholarship on
Japanese art from the postwar period, the location of women artists within this
conversation, and recent attempts to theorize the activities of contemporary women artists
in Japan.
In the last twenty years the Japanese avant-garde has been the recipient of
increased attention by Western scholars and institutions. Subsequently, North American
and European art centres have also been host to a growing number of exhibitions that
focus solely on Japanese art from the postwar period. Pioneering exhibitions such as
Reconstruction: Avant-Garde Art in Japan 1945-1965 (1985) and Gutai: Action and
Painting (1986) were part of early attempts in Western scholarship to reappraise the
historiography of twentieth-century art. The first North American and European
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exhibitions of contemporary Japanese art ran concurrent to the re-examination of the
avant-garde. Against Nature: Japanese Art in the Eighties and A Primal Spirit are early
examples of contemporary Japanese art exhibitions that toured throughout the United
States (1989-1990). Such early exhibitions also endeavoured to establish a theoretical
framework for contemporary Japanese art that seceded from essentialist readings. The
catalogue for Against Nature was the first to draw attention to the fact that the work of
Japanese artists could not be fully understood or articulated through a Western art
historical lens. The essayists broke from straightforward comparative analysis based on
formal concerns to consider the social, economic, and cultural elements that shaped the
visual language of Japanese artists, thereby questioning the universality of aesthetic
criteria. Lastly, in its survey of avant-garde art from 1945 to the early 1990s, the
landmark exhibition Scream Against the Sky: Japanese Avant-Garde Art After 1945
(1994) was able to “establish historical links with the new generation of artists whose
work took on a self-referential character as a means to explore history and the experience
of the everyday.”4 The essays in the accompanying catalogue are significant in that they
consider the cultural, historical, social, and political contexts from which the work of
Japanese artists has derived.
As a result of these exhibitions a small number of individual artists gained
international recognition which in turn contributed to the ever increasing awareness of the
contemporary Japanese art scene. In the 1980s the initial interest in the avant-garde
movements Gutai and Mono-ha was extended to Yasumasa Morimura, and later on to the
photographers Yoshinobu Araki and Hiroshi Sugimoto. In the 1990s a younger

4
Mami Kataoka, “The Unknown Power Hidden in Reality,” Facts o f Life: Contemporary Japanese
Art (London: Hayward Gallery, 2001) 18-19.
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generation of artists working mainly in photography, performance, and video and
installation - mediums which speak the conceptual language of the transnational - burst
onto the international art scene. In this decade Mariko Mori made her international
debut, along with Takashi Murakami and Yoshitomo Nara, both of whom were
instrumental in the popularization of the Neo-Pop movement. The vast success of Neo
Pop and Murakami’s Super Flat Manifesto (2000), which proclaimed the new emphasis
on the two-dimensional in contemporary Japanese culture as rooted in Japanese history
and modes of representation, spawned a plethora of critical responses, publications, and
exhibitions on the politics of surface aesthetics and the expression of subculture in
Japanese art. Under the label of Neo-Pop, Murakami and Nara created a new “postukiyoe” concept of “Japaneseness” that identifies subcultures as having a different vision
of culture and as an original language of Japanese contemporary culture.5
However, the explosion of interest in Japanese avant-garde and contemporary art
was also part of a larger trend that emerged in the 1990s that took as its focus the
contemporary art of hitherto “minor” centres of art production in Eastern Europe, Africa,
and Asia. During this period, the development of new infrastructure in a number of
major Asian cities contributed to the rapid appearance of contemporary art from Asia on
the radar of the Euro-American art world. For example, in 1999 the Fukuoka Asian Art
Museum (FAAM) was established in Fukuoka, Japan. FAAM’s mandate is to
systematically collect and exhibit Asian modem and contemporary art; notably, it is the
only museum in the world with this explicit directive.6 The establishment of museums

5 Mikiko Kinuta, “Towards Art o f Towering Strength,” Officina Asia: Rete Emilia Romagna
(Milan: Mazzota, 2004) 69-70.
6 The objective o f the Fukuoka Asian Art Museum to give greater visibility to contemporary Asian
art was furthered in 2003 with the opening o f the Mori Art Museum in Tokyo. Founded by businessman
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and galleries in the region dedicated to modem and contemporary Asian art was
accompanied by the amplified documentation of contemporary Asian artists in domestic
and international art journals. ArtAsiaPacific. which was also founded in the 1990s, was
the first magazine dedicated to the critical assessment of contemporary visual culture
from Asia. As an international art journal, ArtAsiaPacific plays an essential role in
fostering the international visibility of Asian visual cultural. Since their inception,
institutions like FAAM and ArtAsiaPacific have been attempting to address the
imbalance in the representation of artists from the Asian region, giving a voice to
otherwise marginalized artists.
The upsurge in the visibility and documentation of contemporary art from Asia
sparked a plethora of survey exhibitions within the Asian region and beyond. On an
international scale a higher representation of Asian art in biennales contributed to a
greater awareness of art from this region, especially of artists from “the Far East” Japan, China and South Korea.7 On a regional scale, major Asian cities followed in the
footsteps of their European counterparts and began to organize their own biennales and
trienniales. For instance the Queensland Art Gallery (Queensland, Australia) has hosted
the Asia Pacific Triennial of Contemporary Art (APT) since 1993, which it cites as “the
only major series of exhibitions in the world to focus exclusively on the contemporary art

Minoru Mori, the Mori Art Museum’s vision is to build a collection o f contemporary art from Asia, while
also presenting the newest in art from other regions o f the world. The museum has been under the direction
o f noted curator and art critic Fumio Nanjo since 2006. Nanjo has frequently contributed to exhibition
catalogues o f contemporary Japanese art, including Against Nature, which he also co-curated.
7
It is important to note that the representation o f artists from China, South Korea, and Japan is
higher than o f those from other Asian countries. According to Peter Weiermair greater visibility o f artists
from the Far East in the West is due partly to the fact that they are considered to be the most advanced in
economy and culture. Their visibility on the Western art scene is tied partly to the history o f Occidental
attention to Asian artists. Peter Weiermair, foreword, Officina Asia: Rete Emilia Romagna (Milan:
Mazzota, 2004).
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of Asia, the Pacific and Australia.”8 Since its founding year FAAM has also been host to
the Fukuoka Asian Art Triennale. Higher numbers of biennales and triennials have been
accompanied by several series of exchanges and exhibitions among neighbouring Asian
institutions that have sought to be a corrective to the hegemonic presence of Western
curators and critics in the dissemination of non-Western art. This was, in part, the
intention behind Under Construction: New Dimensions in Asian Art (2002) which
brought together curators from seven Asian countries to explore the theme “What is
Asia?” The project was comprised of seven local exhibitions curated by seven different
individuals from various Asian countries and one collaborative exhibition. Through the
exchange between Asian artists and curators from neighbouring countries, Under
Construction attempted to affirm the present state of Asia and its arts from within.9
Though Under Construction and subsequent exhibitions organized within Asia
posit contemporary Asian art as a fully realized entity, international survey exhibitions
have often presented Asian artists as emerging from a place of marginal positionality. In
this scenario Asian cultural production plays the part of a “minor” cultural production
that acts as a foil to “major” culture via the subversive nature of cultural difference. In
this way cultural difference operates as a form of intervention which, according to Homi
Bhabha “participates in a logic of supplementary subversion similar to the strategies of
minority discourse.”10 In other words, the subversive power of Asian cultural production
is embedded in its alteriority to the West. However, for Bhabha’s assertion to be true, for
the “correct” trajectory of subversive interpretation to be met, the spectator must begin
8 For an abbreviated history o f the Asia-Pacific Triennial see the Queensland Art Gallery
homepage, http://qag.qld.gov.au/exhibitions/apt.
9 Under Construction: New Dimensions o f Asian Art (Tokyo: The Japan Foundation Asia Center,
2002).
10 Homi K. Bhabha, The Location o f Culture (London: Routledge, 1994) 162.
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with the consideration of the geographical location or cultural origin of the artist as a
marker of interpretation. Joan Kee is critical of the attention paid to cultural difference in
the interpretation of contemporary Asian art. She argues that the marginal positionality
of Asian artists has given way to an increased critical tension on the interpretation of
contemporary Asian art that hinges on the “prioritization of specific geographical
locations, origins, and histories as critical points of departure.”1112 According to Kee the
consequence of the prioritization of the geographical leads survey exhibitions to take two
forms: 1) exhibitions of strategic nationalism; or, 2) those linked to postcolonial concepts
of hybridity in cultural studies which consider the artist and work as “dialectical
repositories of cultural difference.”
A quick review of exhibitions since the mid-1990s lends support to Kee’s second
observation. Asia’s cultural hybridization has indeed loomed large in curatorial and
interpretive efforts and has often times led to the valorization of the borderless in Asian
art. Exhibitions like Cities on the Move: Urban Chaos and Global Change - East Asian
Art. Architecture and Film Now (1997) and Past in Reverse: Contemporary Art of East
Asia (2005) highlight aspects of the region’s cultural hybridization as principal outcomes
of its modernization. Asian cultural production’s situation as a product of globalization
has bound it in a symbiotic relationship to discourses of the transnational and the
transcultural; Asia is imagined as residing in the junction of cultural similarity and
difference between East and West. Korean film theorist Soyoung Kim calls the recent
desire to map the transnational onto the Asian body “the new trans-Asian culturalism”, a
term that refers to the tenuously held alliances in the region as a result of the narrowing
11 Joan Kee, “Guest Editor’s Introduction: Twenty Questions,” Positions: East Asia Cultures
Critique 12.3 (2004): 600.
12 Joan Kee, “Trouble in N ew Utopia,” Positions: East Asia Cultures Critique 12.3 (2004): 669-70.
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of difference in economics and social modernization.1’ Similarly, cultural theorist Koichi
Iwabuchi offers the following observation: “the experience of West-inflicted capitalist
modernity has given birth to various modes of indigenized modernities, in such a way
that they have become a source for the articulation of a new notion of Asian cultural
commonality, difference, and asymmetry...[It is] a time-space context in which cultural
similarity, developmental temporality, and different modes of negotiating with Western
cultural influences are disjunctively intermingled with each other.”1314
The “economic miracle” of the 1960s and 1970s played a significant role in
establishing Japan as the definitive transcultural space. The “economic miracle” not only
transformed the economy, but also created a society composed of an amalgamation of
incongruent signs, styles and structures taken indiscriminately from all over the world,
from cultures past and present.15 This, coupled with its rapid technological and industrial
advancement and the ferocity of its commodity culture, cemented the country’s status as
the paradigmatic postmodern culture. Like many scholars, Munroe cites Roland Barthes
Empire of Signs (1970) as pivotal in cultivating an invented concept of Japan as a system
of codes. In Empire of Signs Barthes postulated that Japan subsists as a symbolic system;
as a land of empty signs where everything is a symbol for yet another symbol. As such,
Barthes portrays a Japan that has no direct relation to the “real” Japan, nor does it connect
to Western orientalist imaginings of “Japan”, but instead “merely floats as a semiotically

13 Cited in Betti-Sue Hertz, “Crisscross: N ew Trends in Art, East Asia,” Past in Reverse:
Contemporary Art o f East Asia, ed. Betti-Sue Hertz (San Diego: San Diego Museum o f Art, 2004) 15. The
original quote was taken from http://filmstudies.berkeley.edu/course_archive_grad.html.
14 Koichi Iwabuchi, Recentering Globalization: Popular Culture and Japanese Transnationalism
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2000) 6.
15 Alexandra Munroe, “Hinomaru Illumination : Japanese Art o f the 1990s,” Japanese Art After
1945: Scream Against the Sky, ed. Alexandra Munroe (New York: H.N. Abrams, 1994) 341.
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rendered system of superficial écritures.”16178Barthes is writing in reaction not to Japan
itself but to the Japan that he perceives; he does not discount the existence of a Japan
defined by its historical, philosophical, cultural or political reality. Nevertheless,
criticism that confounds the “real” Japan with an imaginary Japan constituted by a series
of significations with no referent has contributed to the ahistoricization of contemporary
Japanese art production. As Munroe points out, Western critics have tended to “confuse
the impressionistic application of postmodernism with its critical methodology, and
discounted [...] the “reality itself’ of Japan.”

17

The ahistoricization of contemporary Japanese art has also stifled assessments of
Japanese women’s art production. A perusal of the existing scholarship indicates that
“Japanese women artists” as a category is a rather prescribed one, if not a new idea. In
keeping with other scholarship on Japanese art from the postwar period onwards,
scholarship on Japanese women artists mainly focuses on a handful of artists associated
with avant-garde movements in New York City and Japan in the 1960s. The majority of
scholarship on Japanese women artists is fairly prescribed in the keen attention it pays to
Yoko Ono, Shigeko Kubota, Yayoi Kusama, and Atsuko Tanaka.

Meanwhile, the

involvements of performance and intermedia artists Mieko Shiomi and Takako Saito in
the New York City art scene remain virtually unstudied. Notably, of these artists, three -

16 Ryuta Imaiuku, “Four-dimensional Japan: From “Magic” to “Infra-ordinary,” Chikaku: Zeit und
Erinnerung in Japan = Time and Memory in Japan, eds. Christine Frisinghelli and Peter Pakesch (Köln:
König, 2005) 70.
17 Munroe further notes, that in fact the synthetic eclecticism that is so central to the current
understanding o f modem and contemporary art is basic to an understanding o f Japanese art since the Asuka
period (538-645). Alexandra Munroe, “Scream Against the Sky,” Japanese Art After 1945: Scream Against
the Skv. ed. Alexandra Munroe (New York: H.N. Abrams, 1994) 21.
18 For an in-depth and comparative study on the contributions o f Yoko Ono, Shigeko Kubota,
Yayoi Kusama, Mieko Shiomi, and Takako Saito to the development o f performance and intermedia art in
the United States and Japan see Midori Yoshimoto, Into Performance: Japanese Women Artists in New
York (London; N ew Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2005).
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Ono, Kubota, and Kusama - came to the attention of critics and scholars while living and
working in New York City. Accordingly, considerations of the works of Ono, Kubota,
and Kusama are broadly rooted in their association to Western theories of the avant-garde
and to the New York art scene. For example, both Ono and Kubota were active
participants in Fluxus events and Kusama in her own Happenings. Similar to Ono and
Kubota, Atsuko Tanaka was not known individually but predominantly though her
involvement in the group Gutai, an artist collective that formed in Kyoto, Japan in 1954
under the auspices of Jiro Yoshihara. The initial interest in Gutai by Western scholars
also sprang from their apparent connection to the Western avant-garde, namely to
Jackson Pollock’s action paintings and Allan Kaprow’s Happenings.
While accounts of Yoko Ono’s individual practice have been available for some
time, the growing body of work on the practice and contributions of Kubota, Kusama,
and Tanaka are fairly recent. In part the attention paid to these particular artists is an
outcome of the reappraisal of groups like Fluxus and Gutai. Such broad reassessments
have functioned at times to erase the need for a closer evaluation of the individual
practice of participating artists. By way of example, the upsurge in critical interpretations
of Atsuko Tanaka’s practice coincided with a broader interest in the 1980s in the work
and practice of Gutai. As such, interpretations of Tanaka’s oeuvre as an individual artist
have often been subsumed by wider interpretations of the group. The same can be said of
Ono and Kubota who were active participants in Fluxus events in America, Europe, and
Japan. However, the number of critical assessments of Ono, Kubota, and Kusama as
contributors to the New York avant-garde is surpassed by the feminist literature on their
artistic activity; these interpretations are also invariably premised on Western feminist
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theories. Some scholars believe that the retroactive applications of feminist critiques
have functioned to assign social and political meaning to the devaluation of other
interpretations. Joan Kee, for one, is critical of this form of evaluation of an artist’s past
work. It is Kee’s feeling that Ono’s work, for instance, has been marginalized through
feminist interpretations that place a higher value on the perceived social, political and
historical meaning of her performance art over her participation in Fluxus.19 This also
may be the case in feminist interpretations that have recast Kusama’s phallus-shaped
sculptures as objects of resistance to the sexist underpinning of Abstract Expressionism,
Pop and Happenings, while forgoing assessments that relate her work to that of her
contemporaries such as Claes Oldenburg.
In either case, the recent spate of scholarship on these four artists continues, for
the most part, the easy insertion of their practice into long established dialogues of the
Western avant-garde. This kind of easy alliance precludes discussions of their work that
acknowledge the role of cultural context in the creation and/or interpretation of the
artwork. Ono’s Cut Piece is exemplary of the way in which broader interpretations can
become obscured by one overriding discourse and the contingency of interpretations on a
Western critical framework. Though performed in five different locations between the
years 1964 and 1966, analyses of Cut Piece frequently focus on Ono’s performance in
Kyoto (1964) in comparison to her performance in New York (1964). Within this
analytical framework the silent aesthetic appreciation of the Kyoto audience acts as a

191 disagree with Kee on this point. Feminist readings do not prohibit scholars from offering other
interpretations. If there has not been a concerted effort to do so, one cannot simply say that this is because
o f feminist art criticism. Perhaps we should be asking why scholars o f Fluxus have marginalized the
contributions o f Ono and Kubota in earlier appraisals instead. Joan Kee, “What is Feminist About
Contemporary Asian Women’s Art?,” Global Feminisms: New Directions in Contemporary Art, eds.
Maura Reilly and Linda Nochlin (London; N ew York: Merrell, 2007) 110.

16

counterfoil to the aggressive sexualized environment of the New York spectators. In this
case, the evaluation uses cultural difference in order to highlight the masculinist, sexist
nature of American abstraction while abstaining from feminist or gendered interpretations
of the Kyoto performance.2021 The importance of this marked comparison between
performances suggests that the brevity of this assessment rests in Ono’s display of
“Japaneseness.” In this case the body of Ono herself is tied to a system of aesthetic
values that subscribe to pre-existing notions of Japanese beauty whereby her body is
mutually enabled as a sign of foreignness and of exoticized femininity.

In a similar

manner, while evaluations of Kusama’s subversive use of phalli as resistance to the
chauvinism of the American avant-garde abound, few consider the gendered nature of
postwar Japanese society as a source for her commentary. In both cases, interpretations
are set firmly within a Western critical framework that glosses over or denies nonWestem culture as a generator of meaning, effectively reinforcing the binary discourses
of center and periphery.
While the study of women artists in New York circa 1960 laid the foundation for
the study of art by Japanese women, few prominent women artists from Japan have
emerged since that time. It was not until the mid-1990s with the appearance of Mariko

20 For an interpretation o f Cut Piece that considers the role o f cultural context in the creation o f
meaning and interpretation see Jieun Rhee, “Performing the Other: Yoko Ono’s Cut Piece,” Art History
28.1 (2005) 96-118. See also Marsha Meskimmon, “Chronology through Cartography: Mapping 1970s
Feminist Art Globally,” Wack! Art and the Feminist Revolution, ed. Lisa Gabrielle Mark (Los Angeles:
Museum o f Contemporary Art; Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2007): 322-235. Meskimmon remarks that
as the object Ono’s person acted as the docile body o f the “oriental woman” and as a reminder o f the
endurance o f the Japanese after Hiroshima when performed in the United States and Europe. Meskimmon
attributes the hostility shown to Ono to her status as an “other” who transgressed borders and voiced her
difference, suggesting that the reception o f Cut Piece is both a racialized and genderized process.
21 For this reading I am indebted to Katherine Zane’s observations on the reiteration o f Orientalist
discourse in debates on Asian eye surgery. Zane sees the widespread belief in the single eyelid as the
“natural” Asian eye as tied to the exoticism o f the “Asian” look. Katherine Zane “Reflections o f Yellow
Eye: Asian I (\Eye/) Cons and Cosmetic Surgery,” Talking Visions: Multicultural Feminism in a
Transnational A ge, ed. Ella Shohat (Cambridge; London: MIT Press, 2001) 166-168.
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Mori on the international art scene that a woman artist from Japan became the center of
critical attention in the Euro-American art world. Early projects like Subway (1994) and
Birth of a Star (1995) played an instrumental role in the launch of her international
career, gamering praise from scholars and critics. Incidentally, Mori has much in
common with her predecessors. Like Ono, Mori received her art education outside of
Japan, studying first at Byam Shaw School of Art, London (1988-89) and later at Chelsea
College of Art, London (1989-92). Similar to Ono and Kubota, Mori eventually
established her practice in New York.22 However in contrast to early critical assessments
of Mori’s predecessors from the 1960s, Mori’s national and cultural pedigree has often
played a vital role in the critique of her work. Numerous reviews situate Mori’s work
within prevalent dialogues that equate “Japan” with “technology”, or that highlight
cultures considered distinctively Japanese, namely otaku culture and the culture of kawaii
(cute).23 In addition, Mori’s work is frequently cited as a comment on gendered rules of
etiquette and the subscribed roles of women in Japanese society.
Mori was not the only Japanese woman artist to become known around this time.
However, it was Mori’s success that paved the way for her contemporaries Miwa Yanagi,
22 After receiving training in fashion design from Tokyo’s Bunka Fashion College in 1988, Mori
moved to England to pursue an education in the visual arts from Byam Shaw School o f Art, London (1988
89) and Chelsea College o f Art, London (1989-92). Shortly thereafter she participated in the Independent
Study Program at the Whitney Museum o f American Art in N ew York, where she later established her art
practice.
23 It is believed that the term otaku was coined in 1983 by amateur manga artist Akio Nakamori.
The term was originally used by amateur manga artists and fans to describe “weirdos” or individuals
lacking social and communication skills and/or close friendships. However, the media presentation o f this
demographic as a group o f “nerds” has since replaced the original meaning o f the word. The term is
commonly used to describe youth who invest significant amounts o f time and money towards individual
pastimes in which they aim to become amateur experts. They are most often associated with video game,
manga and anime consumption. Otaku mainly refers to young men and women who are representative o f a
generation o f thought to be excessively individualistic, to the point o f being dysfunctional. Gunhild
Borggreen, “Gender in Contemporary Japanese Art,” Gender and Power in the Japanese Visual Field eds.
Joshua S. Mostow, Norman Bryson and Maribeth Graybill (Honolulu: University o f Hawai’i Press. 2003)
199. See also Sharon Kinsella “Japanese Subculture in the 1990s: Otaku and Amateur Manga Movement,”
Journal o f Japanese Studies 24.2 (1998) 310-311.
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Yoshiko Shimada, and later Tomoko Sawada. Notably, Mori’s success paralleled the rise
to fame of Neo-Pop artists Yoshitomo Nara and Takashi Murakami, which initially
sparked the international interest in contemporary Japanese art. Yet, why is it that certain
artists who were working the 1980s and early 1990s remain in the shadows while their
successors have basked in the glow of international critical acclaim? Perhaps it is fair to
say that prior to the mid-1990s there were few Japanese women artists around for whom
a sustained art historical dialogue could take place. Or perhaps it is more apt to say that
though there were many Japanese women artists, only a few had currency within the
European and American art worlds. Since the vast majority of scholarship on women
artists from Japan focuses on artists that participated in the largely Western avant-garde
movements from the 1960s and later from the 1990s, it begs the question, why the lacuna
in scholarship on women artists in the decades in between these particular time periods?
At this point, I would like to briefly consider the work of Shoko Maemoto.
Maemoto, who was bom in Ishikawa, Japan, in 1957, has exhibited widely throughout
Japan since the early 1980s. Though she began her career as a painter, Maemoto
eventually turned her attention to installation works that utilize the content and material
of everyday life. Though she incorporates kitsch elements of popular culture her work
deals chiefly with men’s and women’s clothing. In this way, Maemoto’s art bears a
conceptual relationship to that of Yayoi Kusama whose work also employs textile
constructions involving the male and female form. Dorinne Kondo sees Maemoto’s use
of clothing as a comment on the potential for mundane feminine preoccupations, and I
would add domestic production, as material for political and intellectual critique.24 Take

24
Dorinne Kondo, About Face: Performing Race in Fashion and Theater (London; New York:
Routledge, 1997) 149.
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for example, Silent Explosion (see fig. 1.1) which features an empty wedding dress
engulfed in flames, spilling lava from under its voluminous skirt. According to Kondo’s
understanding of Maemoto’s work, the wedding dress, a gendered site of inscription, is a
comment on the nature of clothing in the construction and perpetuation of gender codes.
What is more, the dress operates as a site of contestation and réinscription for a
generation of Japanese women desirous of a both professional and personal life; it is in
effect an effigy of modem marriage.2
526

Fig. 1.1 Shoko Maemoto, Silent Explosion. 1988; Fig. 1.2. Miran Fukuda, Mrs.. 1989.
In 1989 Maemoto appeared in the exhibition Against Nature. Curated by Kathy
Halbreich, Thomas Sokolowski, Shinji Kohmoto, and Fumio Nanjo, the exhibition toured
to seven locations within the United States including the San Francisco Museum of
Modem Art, the Seattle Art Museum, and the Contemporary Arts Museum, Houston.
Among its participants were Katsura Funakoshi, Yasumasa Morimura, and Tatsuo
25 Kondo 149.
26 Because it is not white this dress would not be read as a wedding gown in a Western context.
However, in contemporary Japan it is customary for a bride to wear a coloured gown to the wedding
reception.
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Miyajima, all of whom garnered the attention of critics and scholars; Morimura and
Miyajima went on to become exemplars of contemporary Japanese art. In contrast,
Maemoto’s work was never embraced by institutions in the Euro-American art world
even though it bore a relationship to Euro-American feminist art criticism. While
specific in their condemnation of the ideology behind marriage as an institution in
modem Japan, artworks like Silent Explosion speak to the wider feminist discourses on
the gendered construction of women as mothers and wives. In conjunction with its
interrogation of gendered codes, Maemoto’s artwork is also concerned with the
condemnation of women’s handiwork as low art, repositioning her take on domestic craft
as high art.27
The critical reception of Miran Fukuda, a contemporary of Maemoto, has taken a
similar path. While Fukuda appears periodically in survey exhibitions of contemporary
Japanese art, her work has remained largely unexamined. A number of Fukuda’s works
from the late 1980s and earlyl990s critically assess issues broadly focused on in feminist
discourse, such as the role of the media in generating concepts of the feminine. An early
example, Mrs, (see fig. 1.2.), is a comment on the specific qualities of youth, beauty, and
fragility that are promoted, prized, and given commercial value by Japanese society.
Fashion magazines in Japan aimed at middle-class women have played an instrumental
role in promoting a feminine identity based on a model of consumption and leisure, rather
than marriage and reproduction since the 1960s. The image-based visual culture of print
media has been cultivating an idealized image of women as independent, sexy and
cosmopolitan, a persona that can be achieved, in part, through the appropriation of

27
See the artist profile for Shoko Maemoto in Against Nature: Japanese Art in the Eighties (New
York: New York University; Grey Art Gallery, 1989) 80.
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symbols of European and American upper middle-class culture. 28 For this reason, signs
*

*

of middle-class Japanese consumerism in the form of decorative patterns of prominent
Japanese department stores and images taken from popular fashion magazines pervade
Fukuda’s early works. As Yuri Matsuda points out, paintings like Mrs, “examine the self
as a Japanese artist and as a woman who accepts and internalizes the female image given
by society.”2
829 Fukuda has also done computer-generated photography that re
contextualizes European masterworks. The artist’s premise is to destabilize the codes
and conventions of painting, and re-conceptualize established ideas of the “original”, and
in that regard, her strategy is not dissimilar to that of Yasumasa Morimura (see fig. 1.3.
and fig. 1.4.).30

Fig. 1.3. Miran Fukuda, The Princess Margarita. Doña Isabella Velasco. Dwarf Mari Bárbola. and Nicholasito Pertusato with a dog, as seen by a waiting maid Doña Maria
Augustina, Collection of the Artist, 1992; Fig. 1.4. Yasumasa Morimura, Daughter of Art
History (Princess A), Sezon Museum of Contemporary Art, Tokyo, 1989.

28 Setsu Shigematsu, “Feminism and Media in the Late Twentieth Century: Reading the Limits o f
a Politics o f Transgression,” Gendering Modem Japanese History, eds. Barbara Molony and Kathleen Uno
(Cambridge, Mass.; London: Harvard University Press, 2005): 555-589.
29 Yuri Matsuda, “Flowers for Wounds: Contemporary Japanese Women Artists,” Asian Women
Artists, eds. Dinah Dysart and Hannah Fink (Roseville East, New South Wales: Craftsman House; G+B
Arts International 1996) 63.
30 See Robert Steams, “Space, Time, Memory,” Photography and Beyond in Japan: Space, Time,
Memory, ed. Robert Steams (New York: Harry Abrams, 1995): 51-97.
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The lacuna of scholarship on Japanese women visual artists is quite interesting if
compared to the considerable amount, feminist and otherwise, available on women
writers from ancient and modem Japan. Art historian Marsha Weidner points out that
famous women authors from Japan’s past were well regarded in their own time, namely
for their political and literary roles.31 This is also true of women authors in the modem
period, many of whom have been the recipients of prestigious book prizes; this may
account for literary scholars’ early interest in Japanese women authors. In contrast, the
role of women in Japanese art was not a topic of interest to Japanese or Western art
historians prior to the 1980s. Early applications of feminist art criticism in the field of
Japanese art adhered to early North American models that took the artist’s biography as
their point of departure. Primarily viewed through the lens of Western theory and
criticism, the overall interest in “Japanese women artists” has yet to extend far beyond
the women associated with the New York avant-garde. Furthermore, the allencompassing rhetoric of the transnational and transcultural in discussions of
contemporary Japanese art has overshadowed the specific concerns of women artists. As
such, the expression of a contemporary Japanese woman’s art, as an art subject to the
forces of the global and the local, has yet to be articulated. So what is being done to
address the imbalance in the representation of contemporary Japanese women artists in
art historical discourse?
In the last two decades there has been greater academic interest in examining
Japanese art and art history from a gendered perspective. Within Japan and without there

11 Marsha Weidner in Joshua S. Mostow, introduction, Gender and Power in the Japanese Visual
Field, eds. Joshua S. Mostow, Norman Bryson and Maribeth Graybill (Honolulu: University o f Hawai’i
Press. 2003) 3. See Marsha Weidner in Flowering in the Shadows: Women in the History o f Chinese and
Japanese Painting, ed. Marsha Weidner (Honolulu: University o f Hawai’i Press, 1990) 5.
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have been varied attempts to recuperate the history of women artists and to examine them
in relation to the structural and patriarchal makeup of Japanese society, historically and in
its modem period. This has included the theorization of ancient, modem, and
contemporary works within the discourses of feminist and gender studies. The increased
amount of contributions to this reassessment of Japanese art and art history can be
attributed to some key events over the last three decades. In addition to the women’s
movement, Gunhild Borggreen sees discussions on gender in contemporary Japanese art
as connected to the increased number of women in the labour market from late 1970s
onward. The upward mobility of women in the workforce coincided with growth in
scholarship in Japan among art historians and feminists which was initiated by the
translation of seminal feminist English texts into Japanese.

The latter sparked an initial

interest in using feminism as a theoretical framework for the study of Japanese art.
Subsequent to the first Japanese translation of Linda Nochlin’s “Why Have There Been
No Great Women Artists?’ in 1976, many Japanese art historians began working on
feminist concerns in the field of Western art. Midori Wakakuwa’s The Lives of Women
Artists (1985) is an early example of Japanese scholarship that followed a Western
feminist art historical model. Her research focused on eight European and four Japanese
female painters, including Artemisia Gentileschi (ca. 1597-1651), Rosa Bonheur (1822
1899) and Minami Tada (1924-present). Wakakuwa’s study was a significant
contribution to feminist art historical scholarship in Japan, even though it adhered to a
Western theoretical paradigm. It was not until the early 1990s that feminist art historical
discourse in Japan started to reflect critically on its own history. This change was
precipitated by the translation of Rozsika Parker and Griselda Pollock’s Old Mistresses:32
32 Borggreen 180.
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Women, Art, and Ideology in 1992 in conjunction with the publication of original essays
by Japanese art historians such as Kaori Chino’s “Toward Rethinking of Japanese Art”
and Tokiko Suzuki’s “Feminist Art History.”33
Since the early efforts of historians like Chino and Suzuki there has been a rising
number of educated, bilingual women artists, art critics, and curators who, in the words of
Lisa Bloom, “are able to critically analyze their marginalization” and “are conscious
about the roles they want to adopt as they argue for access to positions of power.”34
Bloom’s statement broadly refers to Asian women artists, critics, and curators who are
addressing the marginalization of Asian women artists in discourses of “the West and the
Rest” and in the global art market. However, it also speaks to the challenge that
individuals are issuing to the biased systems within their respective countries. Take for
example the work of Kaori Chino who, even after her untimely death in 2004, is still
widely acknowledged as one of the most important feminist scholars of Japanese art in
Japan. When she began working in the early 1990s Chino created controversy by
suggesting that critical theory, in contrast to solely aesthetic and stylistic considerations,
was relevant to the study of both pre-modem and modem Japanese art. Even more
controversial was her belief that Japan’s modem self-definition imbricates with its history
of colonization of its Asian neighbours. By tying these theoretical concepts to discourses
of sex and culturally defined gender, Chino was the first Japanese art historian to theorize
about Japanese art within a feminist framework specific to Japanese history and culture.35

33 M ostow 4.
34 Lisa Bloom, “Negotiating Feminism in Contemporary Asian Women’s Art,” The Feminist and
Visual Culture Reader, second edition, ed. Amelia Jones (London; New York: Routledge, 2010) 15.
35 See Joshua S. Mostow’s introduction to Chino’s essay “Gender in Japanese Art,” Aesthetics 7
(March 1996): 49-50.
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Exhibitions devoted to the reclamation and revaluation of Japanese women artists
have become more prevalent internationally and domestically and have met with more
success since the late 1980s. Japanese Women Artists. 1600-1900. curated by Patricia
Fister for the Spencer Museum of Art (1988), was one of the first exhibitions mounted in
North America devoted exclusively to Japanese female artists. Domestically, a number
of curatorial efforts evidence the growing desire on the part of Japanese institutions to
address the nonappearance of women artists in the modem canonization of Japanese art.
In 1996, Michiko Kasahara curated Gender: Beyond Memory. The feminist
underpinnings of the exhibition evoked negative comments from conservative critics who
dismissed feminism as an irrelevant Western import. Then, in 2001, Reiko Kokatsu
organized Japanese Women Artists Before and After World War II. 1930s-1950s. This
exhibition highlighted women artists who were able to work professionally despite a
patriarchal system that excluded women from art schools, painting lessons, and art
organizations.3637
As a follow up to Japanese Women Artists Before and After World War II.
Kokatsu curated Japanese Women Artists in Avant-Garde Movements. 1950-1975 (2005)
which covered the three decades directly succeeding that of her first exhibition. More
women became involved in art-making during this period as a result of the re-admission
of Japanese women into national art universities after 1945. It is noteworthy that
Japanese women were accepted into the first national art school founded by the
36 Though structural exclusions made it difficult for women to work as professional artists, it is
worth mentioning that many women held respected posts in national art institutions during these decades.
In the lead up to the Asia-Pacific War, women were able to occupy positions abandoned by men serving in
the army. Perhaps, it is no surprise that the numbers o f women in the field o f art history in museums and
universities declined in the immediate postwar years as men returned to the workplace. Mostow 3-4.
37 Michiko Kasahara, “Contemporary Japanese Women’s Self-Awareness,” Global Feminisms:
N ew Directions in Contemporary Art, eds. Maura Reilly and Linda Nochlin (London; New York: Merrell,
2007) 97.
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government in 1876, Kobu Bijustu Gakko (National Art School). Unfortunately, Kobu
Bijustu Gakko was closed down in 1883; it was replaced by Tokyo Bijustu Gakko
(National Art Academy) in 1889 which accepted male students only.

Many art

associations dedicated to fostering and promoting women’s practice were established in
the post-war decades as well. Josei gaka Kydkai (Women Artists’ Association) is
perhaps the longest running of these associations; it was founded in 1947 and is still in
existence today.3839 Kokatsu’s exhibitions were among the first to shed light on the
otherwise unacknowledged histories of Japanese women in the modem history of visual
arts in Japan and to confront their absence from the canon of Japanese art.
Japanese women artists have also been involved in a number of exhibitions that
are concerned with the theorization of a contemporary Asian women’s art. Since the
mid-1990s there have been greater attempts to theorize feminist practices in the arts
outside of the West. The exhibition Text & Subtext: Contemporary Asian Women Artists
(2000) was significant in that it solely concentrated on the history of women’s art
production within the Asia Pacific region. The conceptual focus of Text & Subtext was
to investigate notions of difference; its primary goal was to “facilitate communication
between Asian women artists in the contexts of their own practice and map out points of
overlap, convergence and divergence.”40 In this respect, the directive of Text & Subtext
parallels that of Under Construction. The curatorial thesis for Text & Subtext is direct in
38 Midori Wakakuwa, “Three Women Artists o f the Meiji Period (1868-1912): Reconsidering
Their Significance from a Feminist Perspective,” Japanese Women: New Feminist Perspectives on the Past.
Present, and Future, eds. Kumiko Fujimura-Faneslow and Atsuko Kameda (New York: The Feminist Press
at The City University o f New York, 1995) 68
39 Kee 107. Note that in written Japanese language a line over a vowel (‘5 ’) indicates a long
vowel.
40 Text & Subtext: Contemporary Asian Women Artists consisted o f twenty-two women artists
from Singapore, Thailand, India, Korea, Japan, Vietnam, Taiwan, Indonesia, Philippines, and China. It
opened at the Earl Lu Gallery in Singapore in 2000 and toured to major centres in Australia, Asia, Europe,
and North America until 2003.
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its criticism, expressing discontent over existing institutional structures and voicing a
need for “political participation and social empowerment through the development of
adequate international network structures” for Asian women artists and critics 41
Most recently Global Feminisms: New Directions in Contemporary Art (2007)
took as its main subject transnational feminisms, a term meant to “complicate the
hierarchy of racial, class, sexual, and gender-based struggles,” underlining instead the
meeting of the individual and collective experiences of women cross-culturally.42 Works
were grouped thematically in an attempt to underline the dialogical relation and
“common differences” across cultures, nationalities, religions, and etcetera among artists.
Only Global Feminisms stated transnational feminism as its main thesis, though Text &
Subtext could also be considered to operate within a transnational paradigm. While
Global Feminisms explored the convergence and divergence of the individual and
collective experiences of women cross-culturally, Text & Subtext investigated the cross
cultural interdependencies, commonalities, and differences within the geo-political region
of Asia. This type of regional interrogation challenges the hegemony of Western art
historical discourse, whilst drawing attention to and confronting regional and local
hierarchies.
As a survey exhibition, Global Feminisms attempted to create a more “inclusive
counter-discourse that accounts for, and indeed encourages, cultural difference.”43 In
this configuration, the photography of Japanese artists Hiroko Okada, Miwa Yanagi, and
Tomoko Sawada was grouped with other artists whose work addresses the performativity
41 Bloom 5.
42 Maura Reilly, “Introduction: Toward Transnational Feminisms,” Global Feminisms: New
Directions in Contemporary Art, eds. Maura Reilly and Linda Nochlin (London; New York: Merrell, 2007)
16.
43
Reilly 15.

of identity. In this way Okada, Yanagi, and Sawada became part of a vast network of
dissonant, cross-cultural dialogues on the constructed nature and politics of identity.
However, in its attempt to generate an open-ended dialogue the exhibition did little to
highlight or to expound on cultural difference. One could argue that it even functioned to
reassert the authority of the Western gaze. By way of example, I would like to consider
Maura Reilly’s reading of Tomoko Sawada’s School Davs/E (see fig. 1.5.). In this series,
Sawada presents the spectator with a typical class portrait. The twist is that the face of
each individual girl is in fact the superimposed face of the artist herself. Reilly interprets
Sawada’s “self-portrait” as a comment on the Eurocentric misconception that all Asians
look alike; the viewer holds a complicitus position as they search for diversity among
what, to their eyes, looks all the same.44 For Reilly, this work is about gender and race
deconstruction. However, it must be acknowledged that Reilly’s interpretation is
premised on the spectator’s status as a non-Asian citizen of the West; as such, Reilly’s
analysis reasserts the authorial Western gaze. It does not elucidate the actual construction
of race in Japan or the culturally specific notions of individual and group identity.
According to Sawada, School Days emerged from her own experience of being bullied
while attending a private all-girls high school.45 It is in many ways about the negotiation
of the individual within a society that places a high value on conformity. Sawada’s
duplication of her altered self emphasizes the variant, though subtle, forms of agency

44 Reilly 42.
45 For a different perspective see Noriko Fuku’s interview with Tomoko Sawada in Heavy Light:
Recent Photography and Video from Japan, eds. Christopher Phillips and Noriko Fuku (New York:
International Center o f Photography; Gottingen: Steidl, 2008) 172-183.
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employed in the desire to escape from the “traditionally limited options within a specific
culture’s gender-coded relationships.”46

Fig. 1.5. Tomoko Sawada, School Days/E. from the School Days series, Zabriskie
Gallery, New York, 2004.
At times efforts by transnational feminist discourses to recognize “common
differences” do not always translate beyond the theoretical. Aspects of cultural
difference can too easily be suppressed by the dominant concepts of Western feminism.
Consider briefly Siona Wilsons’s review of Hiroko Okada’s series Future Plan (see fig.
1.6.). This series of photographs featuring men with swollen, pregnant bellies proposes
an alternate, perhaps even utopian, option for child-bearing; however, in the words of
Wilson it is nothing more than “a flippant and very dated joke.”47 This may be true if
considered in relation to Western feminist art history and criticism which has been
systematically dissecting marriage and family as a patriarchal institution over the last four

46 Zane 174.
47 Siona Wilson, “Destinations o f Feminist Art: Past, Present, Future,” Women’s Studies Quarterly
36.1/2 (2008): 328.
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Figure 1.6. Hiroko Okada, Future Plan #2, Mizuma Art Gallery, Tokyo, 2003.
decades. But Wilson fails to recognize a history of art and art criticism that is culturally
specific and that does not necessarily run parallel to a Western model. To start, modem
and contemporary Japanese art has no such history of feminist critique in either art
production or in scholarship. An artwork can hardly be considered trite and overdone in
the absence of such a history. In addition, Wilson’s review does not bear in mind the
implication of Okada’s message in Japan where being a wife and mother is traditionally
accorded a higher status than in Western society. The challenge to matemalism by
Japanese feminists was late in comparison to their Western counterparts. In effect, it did
not begin until the late-1970s when increased opportunities for women in the labour
market forced a re-evaluation of gender roles in the modem household. As such, Okada’s
meditation on the subject emerged contemporaneously to a wider social debate. What
Okada is offering in Future Plan is a humorous, though pointed, commentary on the
changing opinions of young, contemporary Japanese women in regards to gender parity
and matemalism. Future Plan is but one small part of Okada’s ongoing examination of
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the modem Japanese household and the problematic dynamic between the sexes in the
postwar period; it cannot be fully understood without some consideration of the cultural
and historical understanding of marriage and family in modem Japan.48
If one is to deliberate on the relationship of contemporary Japanese women’s art
to feminist objectives then it is important to recognize that the ideology of gender in
contemporary Japan is not simply derivative of a Euro-American philosophy. Although
in the late 1970s the feminist movement in Japan was inspired by feminist activities in
Western countries, the country has its own history of feminism that dates back to the late
1800s. In Japan, feminist action was precipitated by the process of modernization that
arose out of the Meiji period (1868-1912). Narratives of this time period often focus on
aspects of nation-building through changes to the political, economic, and social structure
of the country. Integral to this account is the country’s modernization through
“Westernization” and the apparent adoption of all things “Western” in the creation in the
modem nation-state. Among other things, this included a centralized bureaucratic state,
the establishment of a conscript army, and the creation of a new education system based
on European and American models. Alistair D. Swale points out that attempts to make
sense of the Restoration as a simple by-product of Westernization have “tended to
obscure the very strong persistence of pre-Meiji conceptions of status, duty and morality
that continued to characterize the political culture” during the Restoration and throughout
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Future Plan could also be interpreted as a nod to Japan’s Men’s Liberation Movement. The first
Men’s Liberation group was organized by Nakamura Akira in Osaka in 1991 and has nationally expanded
since that time. The modus operandi o f the movement is to change the gender consciousness o f Japanese
males and raise awareness o f gender related issues. The increased desire by younger generations o f
Japanese males to participate in childrearing and in household management is one subject addressed by
scholars o f and participants in the movement. For more see Futoshi Taga, “Rethinking Japanese
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the period.49 Evidence of Swale’s observation can be found in the deprivation of legal,
economic, political and marital rights for women until the mid-twentieth century. By-in
large women retained the low social status that they had occupied in the Edo Period
(1603-1868), and in actuality, the onset of the Meiji Restoration created a greater
separation between the male and female spheres in Japanese society. This was in part
due to the even application of warrior class ethics that restricted women to the home to
segments of society that were customarily more equal in terms of the division of labour
(such as rural labourers). The institution of stricter gender codes in the Meiji period thus
legitimated gender inequality in the spheres of work, politics, and family.
It was also during this period that women and men were increasingly addressed in
gender specific ways through cultural products, and in government policies and political
statements. In the early decades of modernization, the country’s citizens sought an active
citizenship despite official structures that positioned them as subjects of the Emperor.
Feminist scholar Vera Mackie points out that in this effort to modernize the Japanese
populace, women were excluded from two key aspects of citizenship: national belonging,
defined as being seen as part of the national community, and governmental belonging,
defined as being seen to have a ‘natural’ role in the government of the nation.50 As such,
early feminist thought was focused on the gendered politics of citizenship. In Mackie’s
opinion feminism was essentially a response to the development of gendered nationalist
identities, in which “[m]en and women in Japan were interpellated by state discourses in

4g Alistair D. Swale, The Meiii Restoration: Monarchism. Mass Communication and Conservative
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gender-specific ways.”5152* The Meiji construction of gendered nationalist identities and the
feminist response to that remain important to the present conception and usage of the
term feminism. Though Japan has its own history of feminist activism, the term itself is
often dismissed as a Western concept and, as Lisa Bloom notes, is broadly used as a
pejorative term by Asian men to construct Asian women as outsiders of the nation.
The dissemination of liberal ideals and the first theorizations of feminism that
fostered the Movement for Civic Rights and Freedom (1880s) also prompted the
formation of the country’s first feminist group, Seitou-sha, by pioneering feminist
Hiratsuka Raichd in 1911; notably, this organization is still active today. As Michiko
Kasahara points out, the consideration of early theorizations of Japanese feminism show
a continuous movement addressing the needs of Japanese women, rather than a
movement that was merely cultivated by and premised on a Western feminist model.
Subsequently, as a product of its cultural and historical context, different issues are given
greater emphasis by Japanese feminists than by their American or European counterparts.
For example, leading Japanese feminist Chizuko Ueno argues that Japan has maintained
notions of “traditional” gender segregation and that many Japanese women do not want
to give up the high value placed on their domestic and maternal role. Ueno feels that this
fact has been negatively used as evidence of the unsuccessful modernization of the
country.54 However, in comparison to Western feminism, which was founded on

51 Mackie 3.
52 Bloom 16. For a consideration o f how feminism has been tied to the perpetuation o f a fascist
form o f nationalism in theories o f transhistorical femininity see Ayako Kano, “Toward a Critique o f
Transhistorical Femininity,” Gendering Modem Japanese History, eds. Barbara Molony and Kathleen Uno,
(Cambridge, Mass.; London: Harvard University Press, 2005). 520-554.
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concepts of individualism, Japanese feminism was founded on concepts of matemalism.55
Thus, the politics of mothering and nurturing function as key components of Japanese
feminism. As such, Japanese feminism is actively involved in the negotiation and
problematization of matemalism as a marker of national and cultural identity.
Consideration of the discourses of matemalism are vital to understanding the work of
Yoshiko Shimada, whose art interrogates the symbiotic relationship between matemalism
and imperialist ideology in the post-Meiji period, or of Mako Idemitsu, who, since the
1970s, has been working in film to explore the culturally prescribed role and identity of
women in the context of the Japanese family.56 Rather than an investigation of
“individualism” or “self-determination” both Shimada and Idemitsu examine the nature
of women’s gender performance in accordance with economic, national, and social
structures.
Likewise, postwar feminist movements operated under an agenda separate from
that of Western feminists. According to Mackie, the first modem wave of feminism in
Japan began in the 1970s with the Tatakau Onnatachi or ‘fighting women’ who were
responding to the sexism of male colleagues in the ‘New Left’ movement and to threats
to their bodily autonomy with proposals to tighten Japan’s rather liberal postwar abortion

55 Western and Japanese feminist theory are not necessarily so polarized. Many Western and
Japanese feminist scholars share the belief that matemalism is the keystone o f feminist theory. The
contention that Western feminism was founded on theories o f individualism stems from a liberal feminist
school o f thought. I have chosen to adhere to the latter theory because I believe is the predominant theory
in Western feminist art criticism.
56 Mako Idemitsu began working as an artist after relocating from Japan to Southern California.
Her early work was influenced by her participation in community feminist groups and consciousness
raising activities in Southern California. Part o f Idemitsu’s oeuvre is the video documentation o f
Womanhouse (1972), a collaborative installation organized by Judy Chicago and Miriam Shapiro. In 1973,
Idemitsu returned to Japan where she continued her investigation o f its patriarchal culture and its impact on
the role and identity o f Japanese women, especially housewives. See the artists profile in Wack! Art and the
Feminist Revolution 249.
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laws.57 The early efforts of the Tatakau Onnatachi led to a number of economic and
cultural changes in the 1980s. For one, the establishment of the Equal Employment
Opportunity Law (1985) at the height of Japan’s economic power led to an increase in the
number of women in the work force. In turn, more opportunities in the labour force
encouraged women to consider education as a path to a career and financial
independence, rather than simply as a stepping-stone to a good marriage. Many of these
changes in the labour market also afforded women the first real opportunity to work
professionally as contemporary artists. According to art historian Yuri Matsuda the
country’s economic boom was accompanied by an increase in the spending of disposable
income on culture, and subsequently, the expansion of opportunities for contemporary
artists and women who were bom out of the affluence of the 1980s.58 Obviously, despite
the increased opportunity for women to pursue an art education with the intention of
practicing as a professional artist, academia, art criticism, and the mass media were still
male dominated and women artists continued to struggle because the system through
which artists gained recognition and had their work displayed remained biased against
them.59
If we take these many examples into consideration we can see what should
already be self-evident - that the defining features of Western feminism do not simply
translate from one culture to another. This includes theories of postcolonialism that
consider the postcolonial as a relationship premised on the subjugation of the “Rest” by a
hegemonic Western power. The vast amounts of theoretical writing dedicated to issues
of race, class, and ethnicity in American and European feminist scholarship give credence
57 Mackie 1.
Matsuda 58.
59 Kasahara 97.
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to the belief that discourses of feminism, transnationalism and postcolonialism are deeply
and mutually intermeshed. However, if we are to examine Japanese women’s art in
association with postcolonial theory then we must not only consider the West as the
hegemonic power to which Japan has fallen victim, but also the appropriation of the
Western prerogative by Japan which “articulated Japan’s will to become a modem
imperial power, not to be colonized by the West through the effort of de-Asianization.”60
Japan’s ambivalent self-identification with “Asia” derives from its historical
power relations with other Asian countries, as well as the current exportation of its
popular culture and economic influence in the region. The country’s self-alignment with
the West as a country of progress, coupled with its position as an active colonizer in the
early twentieth century played a central role in the constitution of its national identity as
superior to its Asian neighbours. Japan’s claim to cultural superiority constituted a form
of cultural hegemony within the Asian region that mimicked the authority of the West
over the Rest. We must then consider how the term “Asian art” was constructed to
correspond to Japan’s self-professed position of superiority. Bloom argues that the
Japanese may have used it as a form of cultural hegemony, deploying the term “Asian
art” as Western critics use the term “art.” In each case the expression was used to refer to
the practice of the dominant culture, though it professed inclusivity.61 Thus, both the
term “art” (as used in Europe and America) and “Asian art” (as used in Japan) were seen
as the “universal” models to which other cultures must conform. That Japan maintains its
imperialistic relationship in the forms of labour, immigration, tourism, as well as in the
sex industry and in culture and entertainment is of key importance. Katherine Zane
60 Iwabuchi 8. For more on the changes in the Japanese attitude towards Asia and its impact on
Asian art see Toshio Shimizu, “Territory o f the Mind,” Art and Asia Pacific 19 (1998): 38-42.
61 Bloom 18.
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advocates that we must acknowledge this regional history as a background to
comparative cultural views of issues.
In Kaori Chino’s perspective, the discursive construction of Japan in the modem
era, whereby Japan is defined as superior in relation to an inferior Asia, was essentially a
gendered process. Chino notes that prior to the Meiji era, “femininity” was the culturally
and artistically dominant form in Japan. Japan was self-identified as a “feminine” entity
as a means to demarcate it from “masculine” foreign countries, namely China.6
263 It was
only with the onset of the Meiji Restoration that the country shifted to a “masculine” self
identity, chiefly as a result of the aggressive study and valorization of the West by
Japanese leaders. Thus, in the country’s attempt to avoid colonization through deAsianization, it sought to imitate the “masculine” identity of the West. In terms of
cultural and artistic philosophy, the consequences of this change in perspective were
twofold. Firstly, it devalued traditional forms of Japanese art as “effeminate” rather than
“feminine”, a term which had previously been ascribed positive value. This was in part
due to the fact that Western art historical discourse centred on “culture” as the
“masculine” and did not have an art historical vocabulary that assigned affirmative value
to the feminine. Thus, the value given to the masculine in Western art history
automatically relegated traditional Japanese art to an inferior “feminine” position.
Secondly, it forced a feminine role on the various countries that were subjugated under
Japan’s colonial rule. For example after its annexation by Japan in 1910 a trend emerged
in Korean art that was delicate and graceful in style and politically non-threatening in
content. However, it is Chino’s contention that this was only a result of restraints put on

62 Zane 172.
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Korean art by Japanese “masculinity.”64 In this way, cultural difference was enacted as a
gendered form of hegemony.
Though prior to the Meiji period, the “feminine” was viewed as an affirmative
rather than a negative, Chino is quick to point out that “feminine” did not mean “female,”
but rather the “feminine” embodied by “men.” According to Chino rather than liberating
women from the “feminine”, “[t]he high value placed on the “feminine” by Japanese
culture, confined women all the more strictly to the feminine role. Those Japanese art
works full of “femininity,” by their beauty, served the same function of binding women
more securely to the concept of femininity.”65 These particularized concepts of the
“feminine” and the “masculine” also impacted Japanese women artist, and as such, the
absence of Japanese women from Japanese and Western art historical discourse is
dependent on a number of intersecting factors that bear a causal relationship to the forced
opening up of Japan to foreign influence in 1864 and its subsequent modernization. With
the onset of the Meiji era and the masculinization of culture, women artists were triply
suppressed: first, by the “masculinity” of a modernizing Japan which had discarded its
self-identification with the feminine; second, by the adoption of a Western art historical
discourse that valorized the masculine; and third by the implementation of an art
education system mirrored after Victorian era art academies. Due to the transplantation
of a Victorian perspective on art, the position of Japanese women artists in the early
twentieth century mirrored that of women artists in Victorian era Europe. Subsequently,
in the years prior to and directly after the Asia-Pacific War it was almost impossible for
women to work as professional artists; rather, they were relegated to the status of earnest

64 Chino 61-62.
65 Chino 61.
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hobbyists or amateurs. The exclusion of women from the vocation of ‘artist’ was a direct
result of constructs of gender that functioned to exclude women from being educated or
working as professionals.
Some scholars are sceptical about the need to separate the practice of Asian
women artists from that of their male peers both domestically and internationally. Joan
Kee questions the necessity of this line of inquiry, wondering if it does not undermine
efforts of achieving parity among artists and artworks by excluding women artists from
other dialogues in which they play an integral role.66 As an answer to this problematic,
Kee propounds the return to aesthetics and form rather than content as the foundation of
interpretation. In her appeal for the end to the supremacy of content in interpretation,
Kee is seeking to free all Asian artists from the reductive narratives that ground
interpretations of their work in geographical location and national origin. Kee rightly
questions the political expediency of identity politics as a method of analysis. Indeed, it
is difficult to argue with her aversion to “Asian Women Artist” as yet another protected
category subject to an inclusion-exclusion binary premised on patriarchal, EuroAmericancentric discourses.67 The same can be said for the categorization of “Japanese
Women Artist” or “Japanese Feminist Art.”
However, if part of the transnational agenda is to recognize that the West does not
always reside in the center and the Rest on the periphery, then careful consideration of
how the Rest has been re-cast as a center with its own peripheries, its own processes of
inclusion and exclusion that exist independent of the West is a necessity. Theories of
globalization, in which Japanese art is so entrenched, see globalization as “either a

66 Kee, “Contemporary Asian Women’s Art” 120.
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transformed end product (or consequence) of modernization or simply a continuation
thereof.”68 These theories suggest that modernization is a product of the West and that
globalization, as its outcome, also emanates from it. Repositioning Japan as a center with
its own peripheries complicates the dialogue, showing globalization to be a dynamic
process. Current theories of multiple centers or of multiple globalizations often cast
Japan as an economic and industrial centre wherein the country’s products rather than
Japan’s cultural presence take centre stage. In Harumi Befu’s assessment a re-evaluation
of Japan’s cultural presence is a necessity if we are to “dispel the ethnocentrism of the
received globalization theories.”69 Any such reassessment must be extended to the field
of art history where there has been little work that takes Japan as its nucleus, re
positioning Japanese visual art as a transnational cultural power.
Part of that reassessment includes an amendment to the omission of Japanese
women artists from Western and Japanese art historical discourse. The gendering of the
visual arts in Japan is a complex study that has yet to really begin. On one level, it entails
a deeper consideration of how Western art historical scholarship and criticism has chosen
to ahistoricize and depoliticize contemporary Japanese art through discourses of the
transnational. The study of Japanese women artists lies somewhere lost between the
cracks of Western theorizations of the Japanese avant-garde, to contemporary Japanese
art as an adjunct to the broad articulation of a contemporary Asian art, and of the
discourses of the transnational; this includes theorizations of transnational feminisms
which are just coming to terms with the idea of a contemporary Asian women’s art. To
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this end, more must be done to consider the imbrication of a Japanese women’s art with a
Japanese history of feminism, and with the social and political condition of Japanese
women.
On another level, it requires the gendering of Japanese art history. It is vital that
scholarship on Japanese modernism extend beyond deliberations on the imitative nature
of art from the prewar period. If we are to consider why the system through which
women artists gain recognition and have their work displayed remains biased against
them, then we must also begin to examine how the adoption of a Western academic art
system impacted on women artists and contributed to their exclusion from art historical
discourse. It is imperative that Kaori Chino’s investigation of the discourses of sex and
culturally defined gender in regards to Japanese art history continues. In addition to the
systematic division of the sexes, the impact of the Meiji era’s distortion of pre-modem
concepts of the “feminine” and the “masculine” can still be felt in Japanese society today.
This past is the present, and many Japanese women artists are working to dismantle the
relationship of gender to the discourses of family, nation, and economy in Japanese
society. Theirs is not a case of complicit resistance but of an assumed position of
theoretical resistance.
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Chapter Two: Gender de/Construction in Miwa Yanagi’s Elevator Girls and My
Grandmothers
Utilizing computer-supported photography, and video and sound installations,
Miwa Yanagi’s work is an investigation of women’s self-awareness of the roles they play
in contemporary Japanese society, be they existent, imagined or idealized. Yanagi does
not make any feminist theoretical claims, but where her work is concerned it is clear that
she is invested in dissecting the sexualized and gendered experience of women in Japan.
Even though her subject matter is broad, addressing the relationships of women of all
ages to society as a whole and to each other, at the heart of a number of Yanagi’s projects
are young women. Which parts have young women been cast to perform in modem
society? On what internal and external factors do their prescribed roles depend? What is
their vision for the future? In response, Yanagi offers no definitive answers; rather, she
presents a host of possibilities, each defined as much by utopian dreams as by dystopian
nightmares. The push and pull between utopian and dystopian fantasies mirrors the
ambiguous feelings of current generations of young women in Japan about choosing a
traditional life of marriage and family or that of a single woman, a status that is both
celebrated and condemned in public opinion. Elevator Girls (1993-1999) and My
Grandmothers (2000-present) are two series that reveal the complex relationship of
young women to discourses of gender in Japan. While Elevator Girls seems to highlight
the determinate nature of female performance in Japanese society, My Grandmothers
seems to intercede with social convention by countering normative codes of gender. In
conjunction with a brief consideration of the artistic and theoretical connections between
Miwa Yanagi and the work of her contemporaries, these two early photography projects
will be the focal point of this chapter.
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Discussions of Yanagi’s body of work have often drawn attention to her use of
digital technologies to explore seemingly border-bound concepts. Many efforts have
been made to align the work of Yanagi and other contemporary Japanese artists with
culturally specific experiences of modernization, urbanization, and technological
advancement. As part of the ongoing investigation of the Japanese experience of
modernization, generous amounts of scholarship on this generation of artists have been
devoted to their shared interest in the reappraisal and interrogation of the structures that
underlie postwar Japanese society, most notably as it applies to patterns of consumption
and the standardization of daily life in the postwar era. Yanagi’s interest in the excessive
nature of Japan’s consumer culture is part of a broader mode of criticality shared by
Japanese artists who began exhibiting in the 1990s. In “Hinomaru Illumination: Japanese
Art of the 1990s” Alexandra Munroe remarks that many contemporary artists address
Japan’s unique take on late capitalism, satirizing the country’s avidity to appropriate
status and “culture” through the sheer power of money. As an example, she points to the
subtext of affluence in Yasumasa Morimura’s work from the 1990s.

Blinded by the

Light (see fig. 2.1.), which features two ladies draped in European and American luxurybrand goods, is but one of many works from Morimura’s oeuvre to comment on the
71

Japanese consumer lust for Western status symbols.*71
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Fig. 2.1. Yasumasa Morimura, Blinded by the Light. The National Museum of Art,
Osaka, 1991.
Bom into the affluence of the 1960s, this generation’s perception of society was
informed by the intensive consumer culture of Japan’s “bubble economy,” which reached
its height in the 1980s. In sociologist Chizuko Ueno’s opinion, the burst of the bubble in
the early 1990s created a picture of a world doomed to destruction because this
generation had, as youths, taken its affluence for granted. Faced with the
disappointments of economic recession as adults they formed a cynical and critical
attitude towards the consumer culture that had developed since the country’s postwar
economic recovery.

As the custodians of the post-bubble society, Yanagi and her

contemporaries became invested in the critical assessment of all things consumptive,
questioning the integrity of a society that pays so much homage to consumerist ideals.
The result was a boom in artwork from the late 1980s onwards that is full of irreverence
and contempt towards Japanese consumer culture. It expressed the disillusionment felt
by the generation who came of age at a time when the successes of the modernizing
project began to look more like failures.72
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Though most capitalist societies suffered a similar fate, the responses by
contemporary Japanese artists were unique in that they were also responding to a number
of subsequent events particular to Japan. In Japan the economic collapse was
exacerbated by a series of political and social upheavals that led many to question the
foundations of social institutions and values. For instance, the aftermath of the collapse
uncovered a number of scandals that incriminated the Ministry of Finance, leading to
public outcry over the “corrupt and feudal structure of Japan’s economic and political
systems.. ,”73 Subsequent calls for reform eventually brought about the defeat of the
Liberal Democratic Party in 1993, whose conservative majority had ruled the Diet for 38
years. In addition, two major events in 1995 caused widespread fear and panic among
the Japanese population. The first of these was the Great Hanshin Earthquake
(commonly referred to as the Kobe Earthquake) which struck Japan in January of 1995.
The earthquake not only worsened an already beleaguered economy but also shattered the
belief that advanced engineering and technology would enable newer buildings and roads
to endure a major quake; for those who could remember, the quake was a horrific
reminder of the destruction caused by the Asia-Pacific War. The second event was the
Sarin gas attack on the Tokyo subway system a mere two months later. This act of
domestic terrorism carried out by the religious organization Aum Shinrikyo is still
considered to be the largest attack on the Japanese population since the Hiroshima and
Nagasaki bombings.74 These events are part of what is now referred to as the "lost
decade." Though the expression the “lost decade” is most often used to describe the state

73 Alexandra Munroe, “Hinomaru Illumination-. Japanese Art o f the 1990s,” Japanese Art After
1945: Scream Against the Sky, ed. Alexandra Munroe (New York: H.N. Abrams, 1994) 340.
74 Haruki Murakami, Underground: The Tokyo Gas Attack and the Japanese Psyche, trans. Alfred
Bimbaum and Philip Gabriel (2000; New York: Vintage Books, 2001).

46

of Japan’s economy between 1991 and 2000, the term also denotes the series of
economic, political and environmental catastrophes that followed the abrupt end to
Japan’s strong economic growth at the start of 1990s.
The propensity for post-bubble generation artists to question the efficacy of the
foundations of Japanese modernity and the values espoused by Japan’s particular take on
late capitalism is not without precedent. The work of visual artists and modem Japanese
authors share similar critical underpinnings in their attempts to subvert modernity. In
The Fantastic in Modem Japanese Literature: The Subversion of Modernity, Susan
Jolliffe Napier suggests that as a literary trope the fantastic expresses the ambivalence felt
by many Japanese about the country’s modernization over the course of the twentieth
century. The modernizing process was initiated during the Meiji Restoration which
began in 1868. Though the “restoration” was meant to mark the dethroning of the
Tokugawa Shogunate and the return of the emperor as head of state, the period is better
known for the country’s attempt to modernize through “Westernization.” Though largely
considered a success in terms of its economic and technological advancement, the
citizenship has also suffered from the adverse effects of the Meiji Restoration’s
achievements - the oppressiveness of technology, the isolation of the individual, and the
seemingly unending identity crisis suffered by the Japanese vis-à-vis the West - which
led to social and psychological collapse.

According to Napier, it is the latter of these

that is most often the subject of the fantastic in modem Japanese literature. If the basis of
Japanese modernity is founded in the belief in progress and material success, then the
fantastic presents a mirror image of modernity in Japan, namely, “the reverse side of the75
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myths of constant progress, economic miracle, and social harmony; stereotypes which
have dominated the thinking not only of those outside Japan but among the Japanese
themselves.”76
Art critic Midori Matsui has identified three waves of contemporary Japanese
artists whose practices imbricate with the larger interrogation and destabilization of
modernity being made by Japanese authors and filmmakers. According to Matsui both
the first and second wave took place between 1988 and 1992. She has identified these
groups as having different dominant tendencies. The first wave employed technological
mediums and methods, as well as emblems of Japanese pop culture, as a way to comment
on the postmodern condition. They incorporated “minor” culture as a means to transmute
the authority of the dominant (Western) culture, through the “deliberately aberrant and
playful usage of “modem” knowledge and technology.”77 This wave included artists like
Yasumasa Morimura, Kenji Yanobe and Takashi Murakami, the latter of which was
made famous by his references to Japanese anime and manga. In opposition, the “second
wave” of artists purposefully incorporated marginalized elements within the systems of
modernization as a method of intervention and revision. This wave included artists like
Makoto Aida and Tsuyoshi Ozawa; of their work Matsui states:
Embodying the return of the repressed against the modem rationalization of life,
Ozawa and Aida reasserted the indeterminable nature of human activities, which
they saw as elements affecting the course of history. Their incongruities or
incommensurability constitute a “difference” within legitimized social structures.
Such difference enables one to reinterpret history or to claim one’s unique
position within its interstices.78
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Aida’s work, for example, addressed the omission of Japan’s colonial presence in Asia
from public discussion and history textbooks. The “third wave” of Japanese artists, as
identified by Matsui, has been producing artworks since 1993. Matsui sees this
generation as in transition, combining the motivations of the “first wave” and “second
wave.” The “third wave,” while still interested in pondering the pitfalls of postmodern
society, finds “greater significance in private experience...and in sensory experiences
triggered by everyday encounters. They seek to reconstruct their unique relationship with
reality through their private contact with or physical perception of contemporary
circumstances...”79 Noted artists of this generation include Tam Ochiai, Tadasu
Takamine and Shizuka Yokomizo. Yanagi may also be included in this group by virtue
of when she began exhibiting; in addition, she seems to have inherited the interventionist
and revisionist bent of her predecessors Ozawa and Aida.
Fran Lloyd, curator of Consuming Bodies: Sex and Contemporary Japanese Art
(2002), sees Yanagi as part of a generation of artists whose work not only dismantles the
signs of consumerism but also mediates their meaning. Lloyd argues that work produced
by this generation is “a negotiation of and a strategic intervention into the day-to-day
reality of high-tech, media-saturated commodity culture where the results of rapid
modernization and economic growth have radically affected all aspects of contemporary
life, including [the] sexual.”80 While the process of negotiation and intervention is
generally acknowledged as the modus operandi of contemporary Japanese artists, in the
opinion of Lloyd it has been female artists bom in the 1960s like Miran Fukuda, Minako
Nishiyama and Miwa Yanagi who have extended and complicated this issue to include
19 Matsui 39.
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those of gender and consumerism. By drawing attention to the “different forms of
consumption and its relationship to the sexualized, ‘gendered’ and ‘raced’ bodies
experienced in contemporary Japan,” their work explores the classification of women in
contemporary Japanese society through varied forms of consumption.8182 These works are
commensurate with the broader attempts by contemporary artists to create a history that
gives credence to the politics of race, class, gender and sexuality. What is more, they
reflect “Japanese youth’s desire to explore otherness within them, while making an effort
to account for the incongruities of contemporary life.”
The maturation of this generation of female artists coincided with the time when
Japanese women began to subtly challenge the strict division between public and private
life as a means to redefine the self. Female artists also took up this challenge by
broadening their subject matter. As art historian Yuri Matsuda points out, prior to the
1980s female artists did not address personal or sexual concerns; it was at this time that
the split between collective and individual, the sensual and analytical began to erode.
She argues that this changed with artists bom in the 1960s and who began exhibiting
ffom the 1980s onwards. She attributes this to a shift in the family structure to
households dominated by mothers and children since fathers were primarily absent due to
work.83 It could be argued that female artists in the United States would have
experienced a similar familial social situation as a result of growth in numbers of urban
salaried men in the postwar decades. However, research suggests that the situation in
Japan is quite different and working fathers and husbands have a higher degree of
81 Lloyd 69.
82 Matsui 41.
83 Yuri Matsuda, “Flowers for Wounds: Contemporary Japanese Women Artists,” Asian Women
Artists, eds. Dinah Dysart and Hannah Fink (Roseville East, New South Wales: Craftsman House; G+B
Arts International 1996) 63.

50

absenteeism and play a less active role in family life than in other developed nations.
The absence of men from family life has become normalized due to demanding working
conditions and the social responsibility put on men to be a family’s sole breadwinner.
Though the strict gender division of labour within the household has become less
acceptable among younger generations, it is still generally understood by all parties that a
father/husband’s first priority is his work, which functions as a means to materially
support his family and as a basis for self-identification.84
It is Matsuda’s opinion that as a result of this household structure daughters were
brought up like sons in this generation, which, even though women remained bound by
socially enforced stereotypes, contributed to a weakened gender consciousness in
families.85 Recent studies support Matsuda’s speculation. Kimio Ito, a pioneer of
Japanese men’s studies, has found that young Japanese men are unable to think of their
masculinity in objective terms, which is to say, as a gender construct. And though they
often describe themselves as being effeminate in appearance and personality, they
nevertheless, prescribe to a conventional understanding of masculinity. In contrast
women have a more tangible understanding of their gender-conditioned roles and their
position in a male-centered society. Ito also found that in comparison to their female
counterparts, young men were less able to think critically, form strong opinions, and were

M The responsibility felt by males to provide for their family is compounded by the structure o f
Japanese corporate culture which demands a single-minded devotion by employees to their employers. The
stresses placed on a worker’s professional and personal life cannot be overstated. By way o f example
consider that at the height o f the bubble economy in the 1980s the term karoshi was coined to refer to
sudden death caused by work-related stress, including exceptionally long working hours. On top o f the
long hours that male employees put in at work, they are also expected to socialize with colleagues after
hours, leaving little time for active participation in family life. See Kimiko Kimoto, “Company Man Makes
Family Happy: Gender Analysis o f the Japanese Family,” Women and Women’s Issues in Post-World War
II Japan, ed. Edward R. Beauchamp (London; New York: Garland Publishing, 1998).
85 Matsuda 63.
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overall less independent.8687Matsuda contends that the breakdown of gender
consciousness allowed Japanese female artists working in the 1980s and 1990s to expand
on their subject matter to address issues concerning individual and group identity, the
division between public and private lives, and female sexuality.

I would add to this by

noting that this generation was also the beneficiary of a greater critical awareness of the
position of Japanese women in a male-centered society. One must bear in mind that
debates initiated by feminist groups on the social and political status of women, and the
emergence of women and gender studies as academic fields formed the backdrop of these
artistic inquiries.
In contrast to men, women’s self-identification has traditionally been tied to their
roles as mothers and, in more recent decades, to their position as consumers. It is the
latter of these that Miwa Yanagi explores in Elevator Girls. This series brought Miwa
Yanagi to the attention of scholars and critics and is the most widely discussed project by
the artist to date. Although the images have the appearance of a dreamscape, the subject
matter of Elevator Girls is rooted firmly in the realities of Japanese society as it has
developed in the postwar era. Though Yanagi is critical of the emergence and assertion
of Japan’s careerist, materialist consumer culture, and the utopian belief in the promise of
a fulfilling life through the acquisition of consumer goods in general, this series is more
specific in its objective. It takes on a number of inter-related discourses that give shape
to concepts of modem Japanese woman that abound both inside and outside of Japan,
86 Ito speculates that one reason for this may be the growth o f the “maza-kon” or “mother
complex.” This term refers to young boys and men who have developed an Oedipus complex due to the
strong ties between mothers and sons. Culturally speaking, it is generally believed that men and boys have
more fragile egos which women must support; thus male children are more likely to be spoiled and less
self-controlled than girl children, who gamer praise for being disciplined and responsible. Kimio Ito, “An
Introduction to Men’s Studies,” Genders. Transgenders and Sexualities in Japan, ed. Mark McLelland and
Romit Dasgupta (London; New York: Routledge, 2005): 143-152.
87 Matsuda 63.
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especially as they relate to consumerism.

oo

•

•

Via the figure of the “elevator girl,” women

who work in department stores and hotels greeting and directing people at entrances and
on elevators, this series examines the ceremonial acts of Japanese women, the eradication
of their individuality within a rigid social order, and their place within Japan’s
burgeoning consumer society.
In a 2001 interview with Mako Wakasa, Yanagi stated:
The Elevator Girls series was about myself as well as other Japanese women.
When I started the series, I was working as a teacher after graduating from
university. Back then, I strongly felt that I was just playing a role in a
standardized society, having a particular occupation in a particular setting. I did
not work as an elevator girl literally, but the idea resonated in me in a symbolic
way.. .It represented myself and my circumstances. A young woman who
operates an elevator works in a narrow, box-like space.. .They have to repeat the
same gesture over and over RQ
all day. I felt that the Elevator Girls series was very
cynical in the beginning...”
Elevator Girls highlights the standardization of society as a whole as well as, the
normalization of women’s roles in its content and aesthetic treatment. One way that
Yanagi draws attention to the regulation of bodies is through the regulation of the gaze,
especially through symmetry which is the compositional backbone of the series.8
8990
Eternal City I (see fig. 2.2.) is exemplary of how the artist uses symmetry as a visual
device to control the gaze; reflections and atmospheric lighting further draw attention to
the uniformity of the image. Here the women who crouch and hover around a mock city

88 This photographic series was derived from a series o f performance throughout 1993 in which
Yanagi employed young women with similar features to act as elevator girls or museum guides. At times
the performers recited a script while at others they merely gestured. These performances were staged in
various locations including rental gallery and museum spaces. Yanagi began to photograph these
performances as a means o f documentation and as a means to gain greater control o f the project. Miwa
Yanagi, Interview with Dominique Gonzalez-Foerster and Hans Ulrich Obrist, White Casket (Tucson,
Ariz.: Nazraeli Press, 2004) 44.
89 Miwa Yanagi, Interview with Mako Wakasa, Journal o f Contemporary Art, trans. Sachiko
Kariya, 19 August 2001, 19 May 2010 <http://www.jca-online.com/yanagi.html>.
90 Peter Herbstreuth, “Difference Within the Sameness - a Project o f Remembrance Concerning
the Visual Conception o f Miwa Yanagi,” Miwa Yanagi (Hatje Cantze, 2004) 20.
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are the focal point from which all peripheral points emanate. The proportionate
configuration of the photograph is accentuated by the vacuous nature of the space that
surrounds the women at the center of the picture plane. The compositional balance of the
image seems to emphasize the supposedly harmonious nature of Japanese society where,
if the stereotypes hold true, individuals are not meant to deviate from the path set before
them.

Fig. 2.2. Miwa Yanagi, Eternal City I. 1998.
In addition to symmetry, Elevator Girl House IF (see fig. 2.3), uses sequence to
evoke a feeling of regulation and, perhaps, to echo the hierarchal ordering principle that
underlies Japanese society. Sequence is featured prominently in the right panel in which
we see a series of identically dressed and posed young women. There is even a kind of
order to the figures sprawled along the moving pathway in the panel to the left. Like the
women in these photographs, the young women in real life hired for the job of elevator
girls are expected to be uniform in their physical appearance and mannerisms. It is Luisa
Orto’s observation that they are typically “light-skinned, slightly built, with a high-
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pitched voice and groomed to cookie-cutter sameness.”91 Art historian Michiko Kasahara
argues that the series highlights the hypocrisy of present Japanese society which pays lip
service to individuality and equal rights, but does not show evidence of this in practice in
both employment and interpersonal relationships where much depends purely on youth or
outward appearance.92 This is the case with elevator girls who are awarded these much
sought-after positions based almost entirely on having a young, fresh, and innocent look;
in a way, elevator girls play one of the most prescribed roles that society has to offer. In
this regard they mirror a society that touts young women as emblematic of modem
Japanese leisure and affluence whilst demanding that they continue in their “natural”
roles of housewives and mothers. Despite their compositional balance, these images
expose a social imbalance, offering a counter-narrative to the stereotypical view of Japan
as a bastion of social harmony and progress.

Fig. 2.3. Miwa Yanagi, Elevator Girl House IF, National Museum of Modem Art,
Tokyo, 1997.

91 Luisa Orto, “Artist Profiles,” The History o f Japanese Photography, eds. Anne Tucker Wilkes,
et al (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003) 368.
92 Kasahara 100.
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Even though Eternal City 1 and Elevator Girl House IF seem to offer an infinite
amount of opportunity to satisfy one’s desires, ultimately they are closed off spaces.
Hans Ulrich Obrist has described these ever expanding environs as “a dream city, an
“information city,” that nevertheless remains “a very confined space.. .”93 Ironically,
while the prolonged one-point perspective gives the illusion that the corridors extend far
beyond the perimeters of the frame, the low-lying ceilings create an atmosphere of
restriction. There is something uncanny in the familiarity of the postmodem-looking
structures the women inhabit; they are spaces that we do, and do not know. This feeling
is by-in-large that of Freud’s unheimlich. It is the pretence to realism that creates in the
viewer a cognitive dissonance between fiction and material reality.94 Yanagi’s use of
analogue photography to create composite images of postmodern structures contributes to
this feeling of recognition. The synthesized images are either digitally edited, then
printed, or wholly computer generated to create scenes that are at once identifiable, yet
unfamiliar.95 Most often these structures bring to mind American-style shopping malls
and other consumer havens. For example, the unending, dimly lit corridors found in
Elevator Girl House IF and Elevator Girl House (see fig. 2.4.) are reminiscent of the web
of underground shopping paths that ran beneath major Japanese cities.96 Extending
outward from department stores and central train stations, Roland Barthes has described
this network of underground commerce as both a “vast organism” of trains and
department stores and “an empty point-of-affluence of all its occupations and its

93 Yanagi, Gonzalez-Foerster and Obrist 47.
94 Sigmund Freud, “The Uncanny,” Art and Literature. The Penguin Freud Library v.14
(Harmondworth: Penguin, 1990).
95 Herbstreuth 18.
96 Notable examples are A Transient World (1997), Elevator Girls Flouse B series (1997-1998),
and A Street with Mans (1997). Yanagi, Gonzalez-Foerster and Obrist 48.
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pleasures.”9798 The successions of glass cases that line the passageways are suggestive of
store front windows, displaying the goods that await the consumer inside. Visually, the
slick quality of the photographs contributes to the “surface fantasy, presented to stimulate
desire which (the location suggests) can only be satisfied through consumption.”

Fig. 2.4. Miwa Yanagi, Elevator Girl House, 1995.
Each image in Elevator Girls features women dressed in identical European-style
suits which, in Bruno Cora’s opinion indicate their membership in “the corporations or
institutions of which they are emblems.”99 These uniforms, complete with hats and white
gloves, are typical of those worn by elevator girls and department store hostesses in real
life. As an instrument of commerce the European-style uniforms that Yanagi’s models
and real life hostesses wear do more than just designate the wearers as emblems of the
corporations for whom they work. They also eradicate difference and neutralize the
personal identity of the employees who don them. The non-specificity of the women

97 Roland Barthes, Empire o f Signs, trans. Richard Howard (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux,
1982) 38-39.
98 Manon Slome, “Miwa Yanagi: Where do you go to my lovely...?” 21 May 2010
http://www.community.db.com/downloads/Manon%20Slome%20Essay.pdf.
99 Bruno Cora, “Senritsumirai: Present-day Art from Japan,” Senritsumirai-Futuro Anteriore: Arte
Attuale Dal Giappone. eds. Bruno Cora, Masahiko Haito, and Samuel-Fuyumi Namioka (2001) 21.
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serves as a marketing tool; as curator Manon Slome states, “[c]lad in corporate uniforms,
their personality has been erased to reflect the branding of the store or space within which
they exist...”100 They are in service to the businesses that employ them, but only as logos,
not as individuals.
In addition, these expressionless models create a symbolic image of the women
who live in a highly capitalistic country, where “individuality is suppressed and
intentionally encoded.”101102 Outside of Japan where having a unique personality is key, the
suppression of one’s individual character may not be considered as a feature of
capitalism. In the case of Japan, one could speculate that the encoding of individuality
through consumer goods is a mechanism of capitalism that works in service of the ie
(home) or mura (village) mentality. These organizational systems promote the notion
that Japanese society is a chiefly homogenous community where the expression of
individuality is a threat to the environment of consensus. While the collective de
individualization of women in society at large is symbolically reinforced in the
homogeny and multiplicity of the appearance of the models, the European-style uniforms
visually function as a marker of gender. The clothed bodies of the “elevator girls” are but
one component that demarcates these women as members of a gendered collective; by
“producing an endless repetition of seemingly artificial, beautiful young women,” their
outfits function as symbols of standardization.

As a culturally, socially and

economically determined entity, the collective to which these women belong is
constituted through the performance of gender.
100 Slome
101 Kasahara 100.
102 Michiko Kasahara, “Contemporary Japanese Women’s Self-Awareness,” Global Feminisms:
New Directions in Contemporary Art, eds. Maura Reilly and Linda Nochlin (London; New York: Merrell,
2007) 100.
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To elucidate further, I would like to consider the gendered performance of
“elevator” girls in relationship to Jennifer Robertson’s study of “secondary” genders in
the all-woman Takarazuka Revue.103 In her study of the characterization of gender and
sexuality in the Takarazuka Revue, Robertson proposes that upon entering into the
Takarazuka Music Academy female students are assigned their “secondary” genders
based on their perceived personality and physical criteria: height, physique, facial shape,
and voice. In accordance with these criteria those that are appointed as otokoyaku, who
play the roles of men, should be tall, narrow hipped, low voiced and charismatic. In
contrast, those appointed as musumeyaku, who play the roles of women, should possess
more “womanly” attributes; they should be petite, have a high-pitched voice, and be
demure. Thus, the designation of otokoyaku and musumeyaku are founded on what
Robertson refers to as “contrastive gender stereotypes, the allocation of which has its
basis in culturally perceived non-physical differences between females and males that
are, in turn, cosmetically exaggerated.104
The immaculately clad exteriors of the “mannequins” in Elevator Girl House IF
emphasize the cosmetic exaggeration of “feminine” traits. Poised in an open gesture, as
if greeting their prospective customer, their over-exaggerated acts of feminine propriety
function in the same way as their physical appearance to disseminate gender specific

103 The Takarazuka Revue is a theatrical company comprised o f only female actors. The Revues
was formed by Ichizo Kobayashi, a department store tycoon and the founder o f Hankyuu Railroad. Its
inaugural performance in 1914 marked the return o f women to the stage after they were banned from public
performances during the Tokugawa Shogunate (1629). Since its inception the Revue has enjoyed a high
profile in popular culture that persists to this day. The immense popularity o f Takarazuka is interesting
given that the performances do not represent Japanese history or contemporary Japan or Japanese on stage.
In contrast, storylines are most often set in 19,h century Europe and tell the tales o f fated romances. From
the plot o f the plays to the theatres in which they are performed, the theatrical experience o f the Takarazuka
Revue is entirely escapist in nature. Jennifer Robertson, Takarazuka: Sexual Politics and Popular Culture in
Modem Japan (Berkeley: University o f California Press, 1998) 1-13.
104 Robertson 13.
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notions of etiquette. These may be described as a series of kata - stylized gestures,
movements, and speech patterns that signify gender - which taken together refer
“collectively to technologies of gender, including form, posture, sign, code, gesture, and
choreography.”105 Like the “male” leads in Takarazuka or the male players of female
roles in Noh and Kabuki, women employed to work as department store hostesses
perform secondary gender. They do not seek to imitate an actual being but a style or type
of person. The difference is that unlike the expression of “masculinity” which is
restricted to the Takarazuka stage, the performance of hyperbolic femininity by “elevator
girls” is engineered to be illustrative of feminine propriety. What the artifice of Elevator
Girl House and Elevator Girl House IF exposes is not only the imitative nature of this
construction of gender, but of gender itself. In the simulated perfection of their being, the
models signify a type of woman that can only exist as a cultural expression of femininity.
In this instance, the performativity of gender reveals the original as “nothing other than a
parody of the idea of the natural and the original.”106
We can also see the performativity of gender in Morimura’s Blinded by the Light.
Here the very act of consumption is itself presented as a gendered ceremonial act
performed by Japanese women (notably Morimura depicts men in the roles of artist,
soldier, and politician). The ceremonial performance enacted in Morimura’s parable is
mirrored in the ritualized actions of the hostesses that direct customers at elevators and
entrances. As curator Yuko Hasegawa notes, the formality of elevator girls is in keeping
with the department store ethos which caters to the middle-class; their exaggerated
politeness is akin to the custom of overwrapping purchases - it adds value to the product
105 Robertson 13.
106 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion o f Identity (New York:
Routledge, 1990) 31.
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Fig. 2.5. Miwa Yanagi, The White Casket, 1994.
and has come to symbolize a typically Japanese ritual of shopping.

Dana Frus-

Hansen’s observation that the last panel of The White Casket (see fig. 2.5.) mimics the
wrapping paper of the renowned Mitsukoshi department store, also hints at the
correlation between the ceremonious customs of the middle class and their shopping
habits.107108 Hasegawa’s understanding of the emptiness of social formalities in Japanese
society was first articulated by Roland Barthes in Empire of Signs (1970). Included in
Barthes’ theorization on the system of codes that constitute Japanese society is a
consideration of the function of packaging. In Japan, according to Barthes, the box itself
becomes the object not the thing that it was constructed to hold. Fie declares that

107 In the words o f Yuko Hasegawa Elevator Girls “is a depiction o f something tangible that exists
in the spaces o f the city and within the emptiness o f social formalities.” Yuko Hasegawa, “Post-identity
Kawaii: Commerce, Gender and Contemporary Japanese Art,” Consuming Bodies: Sex and Contemporary
Japanese Art, ed. Fran Lloyd (London: Reaktion Books, 2002) 131.
108 Dana Friis-Hansen, “Internationalization, Individualism, and the Institutionalization of
Photography,” The History o f Japanese Photography, eds. Anne Tucker Wilkes, et al (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2003) 272.
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Japanese packages are not empty but emptied - emptied of meaning at the expense of the
façade.109 In both reality and on the picture plane, the flawless appearance of the elevator
girls is like “the envelope, [...] consecrated as a precious though gratuitous thing” while
the social codes by which they abide are like “the package,” a “thought” with no real
referent.110
Though Morimura’s work evaluates the prosperity of middle-class Japanese by
focusing on what Munroe describes as “the new class of idle Japanese housewives,”
Elevator Girls is concerned with a different demographic - young, single women.
Kumiko Fujimura-Faneslow points out that because recent generations of young women
were bom into an era of economic prosperity and many into affluent middle-class
families, they never had to think about, nor were they encouraged to think about working
as a matter of financial necessity.111 Nevertheless, the statistics show that Japanese are
the largest consumers of European and American designer-brand fashion goods,
constituting about 40% of the global market; of this 40% the most visible group of
consumers are young, single women.112 Since the 1990s, the purchasing power of this
group has become linked to the larger trend to delay marriage and child bearing in favour
of spending their money on travel, entertainment, and material goods. As a result of this
association, young single women are condemned in public opinion and by conservatives
as self-indulgent and spoiled, characterized as wandering aimlessly as they satisfy their
own sexual and materialistic pleasures. They have been negatively labelled as “parasite
109 According to Barthes meaning is “discharged only at the price o f a triple quality imposed on all
fabricated objects: that they be precise, mobile, and empty.” Barthes 43-47.
110 Barthes 45.
111 Kumiko Fujimura-Faneslow, “College Women Today: Options and Dilemmas,” Japanese
Women: N ew Feminist Perspectives on the Past. Present, and Future, eds. Kumiko Fujimura-Faneslow and
Atsuko Kameda (New York: The Feminist Press at The City University o f New York, 1995) 137-140.
112 Jan Bardsley and Hiroko Hirokawa, “Branded: Bad Girls Go Shopping,” Bad Girls o f Japan.
eds. Jan Bardsley and Laura Miller (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005) 111.
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singles”: singles who continue to live with their parents rent-free whilst spending their
money unreservedly on their own self-interests.

Young women, like the vast empty

spaces that Yanagi’s elevator girls occupy, are thus, in the public’s mind, the most
representative of the vacuous nature of consumption.
In colloquial terms some members of this demographic may be considered as
gyaru, a neologism for the English word “gal.” In contemporary society gyaru references
an unmarried woman in the early twenties and implies a woman who is “assertive, selfcentered, in no hurry to marry and who maintains a stable of boyfriends to serve her
different needs.”" 4 The singular term gyaru has the potential to undergo innumerable
transformations to create new idioms that signify a kind of woman particular to her time
period. For example, in 1990 the expression ojin gyaru or “older-man/daddy gal” was
coined by a leading female cartoonist. It became a popular term to denote “gals” who
enjoy drinking, gambling, and singing karaoke after work in a manner similar to their
fathers or older male peers.113411516 Interestingly, Robertson suggests that gyaru may be an
abbreviation of garçon or gyarusonnu which was a term used in the 1930s for a
masculine female."6 So, though historically specific in meaning and usage, what
connects gyarusonnu, ojin gyaru, and gyaru is the implication that these women act

113 The label “parasite single” also applies to young men. In the case o f males and females the
connotations o f the word are negative and have come to symbolize a generation o f youth that is intensely
individualistic. They are believed to be infantile in their refusal to fully enter adult social relations and
fulfill specified adult roles in society.
114 The term gyaru stands in contrast to shójo which in contemporary terms tends to reference
teenage girls who are between puberty and marriage. Shójo implies heterosexual inexperience and
homosexual experience, both o f which connote the innocence o f youth. The term shojo, which literally
means a “not-quite-female” female, was coined in the Meiji period to refer to unmarried girls and women.
Over time, the usage o f the expression transformed to include “gal” or gyaru to indicate an older, more
“female” shójo, and eventually took on its current meaning. Robertson 65.
115 Robertson 65.
116 Robertson 65.
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outside of normative gender conventions. Though they may be feminine in appearance,
they usurp the patriarchal system by adopting a more “masculine” demeanour.
Ironically, young women, be they gyaru or not, have also been hailed by
government as the representatives of modem Japanese leisure and consumption.117 For
those who put off marriage and motherhood in order to invest themselves more fully in a
career, the figure of the “enlightened career woman” acts as a counterfoil to that of the
“parasite single.” Even if a little self-indulgent, the consumption of luxury goods by the
“enlightened career woman” is hard earned. It shows a refined sense of taste that can
only be achieved by attaining a certain level of self-awareness and maturity. Thus, the
“enlightened career woman” stands somewhere in-between the overindulgent “parasite
single” and the frugal housewife. Even though the sophisticated career woman has come
to embody the qualities of a woman who forgoes self-sacrifice for self-expression, as
someone who is poised and mature, she nevertheless functions to encourage traditional
notions of feminine virtue in contemporary Japan.118
Until the emergence of the “enlightened career woman” in the 1980s, young
women had, and many would say still do have, a shortage of female role models who
successfully combine a demanding career with marriage and family; instead, their
immediate experience is generally of their mothers who are full-time housewives or who
work on a part-time basis.119 The advent of the “enlightened career woman” in the mid1980s coincided with the establishment of the Equal Employment Opportunity Law

117
Rosenberger notes that the government’s praise for this demographic was tempered by the
urging o f young women to take their place as wives and mothers with the responsibility o f producing
“specifically Japanese children exhibiting ideal Japanese traits o f interdependence with just the rights
touches o f independence and creativity.” Nancy Rosenberger, Gambling with Virtue: Japanese Women and
the Search for S elf in a Changing Nation (Honolulu: University o f Hawai’i Press, 2001) 186.
1lx Bardsely and Hirokawa 112.
117 Fujimura-Faneslow 137-140.
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(EEOL) in 1985 which saw an increase in the number of women in the work force.
Generally speaking, women entering the workforce are bound for one of two tracks: 1)
the ippanshoku track defined by routinized work with little opportunity for promotion; or
2) the sogoshoku track which leads to managerial positions. Yoko Kawashima, scholar
of labour economics, is critical of the two-track system, noting that it does not really
address inequalities; rather it was put in place for economic efficiency.

Indeed, despite

the passing of the EEOL over two decades ago, many women in the workforce are still
bound to a career on the ippanshoku track. If in terms of the Equal Employment
Opportunity Law, one’s sex is not a barrier to one’s success in the workforce, culturally a
woman’s role in the labour force is still viewed as secondary to her role in the family and
as such remains relegated to positions that offer low wages and few chances for
promotion. Kawashima concludes that the lack of awareness in businesses of how
employers treat female workers, and the cultural adherence to the division of labour
within the family structure and cultural norms concerning gender roles all encourage
women’s ambivalent attitude toward work and planning long-term careers.
Regardless of their designation as idle housewife, parasite single, or career
woman, Japanese women across the board have come to symbolize consumerism. As
such, Elevator Girls gives visual expression to the prison of consumerism in which
women, young and old, seem to be ensnared. Yanagi herself has noted that this series is
about the relationship between personal desire and space, whereby “personal desires are
constructed by moving through the commercial passageways of the department stores and120

120 Yoko Kawashima, “Female Workers: An Overview o f Past and Current Trends,” Japanese
Women: N ew Feminist Perspectives on the Past. Present, and Future, eds. Kumiko Fujimura-Faneslow and
Atsuko Kameda (New York: The Feminist Press at The City University o f New York, 1995) 286-288.
121 Kawashima 289-290.
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becoming lost in the abundance of commodities.”

The feelings of being trapped in a

vicious cycle of consumption are made even stronger by the confined spaces in which
Yanagi’s women are often situated. The foreshortened perspective of The White Casket
works to imprison its subjects and the viewer. The compression of the vertical and
horizontal axes of the elevator creates a feeling of claustrophobia; even as the women
liquefy, the door remains closed and they are offered no escape. Commenting on The
White Casket Slome states: “within the tiny space of the elevator, three girls dissolve into
an ambiguous pool, which may be blood or just the melted (probably synthetic) fabric of
their uniforms.”12123 Slome interprets this image as showing the literal breakdown of the
women who are forced to carry the burden of Japanese consumerism. Yet, The White
Casket seems to be about more than just the lure of material goods. In the moments prior
to their liquefaction the women show a cool acquiescence to their fate in “the basket,” a
term used by elevator girls to describe the cramped space in which they work.124 Overall
this image seems expressive of the pessimistic vision of the future shared by many young
Japanese women, as feelings of resignation to the status quo pervade the scene of melting
bodies. In some way, the box-like space of the elevator is a metaphor for the life of a
Japanese woman; like the women who work “the basket,” they too are encapsulated in a
box, whose edifice has been shaped by the contemporary reinterpretations of women.
It is Ueno’s feeling that visions of an ill-fated future are particularly strong for
recent generations of Japanese women, who see little hope for growth and progress
within their personal relationships and professionally; at times, it may even be described

122 Yanagi, Gonzalez-Foerster and Obrist 46.
123 Slome
124 Wakasa
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as apocalyptic.125 Images like Elevator Girl House and Eternal City I seem to underscore
the apathy that women feel towards their futures as part of the country’s labour force.
Much like those women employed in these positions, the subjects appear to be
completely devoid of individuality; they are featureless, emotionless and rigidly posed.
Often times, the viewer is left to wonder if these women serve an actual function in the
scenarios in which they are placed; like their real-life counterparts, they do not appear to
have any purpose beyond the ornamental. Perhaps, a reflection of the tedious nature of
the work available to women, the models have the appearance of androids or of those
who exist in a dreamlike sleepiness. In no other image is this more palpable than in the
listless, pallid faces that look out from Paradise Trespasser I (see fig. 2.6.). Their
physical presence is weak; they are like robots with no particular role to perform. The
way that the women are situated amongst the shelving is suggestive of the way that
products are stacked in warehouses as they wait to be shipped to their destinations,
indicating that these women are also saleable products. In a similar manner to Paradise
Trespasser I, Elevator Girl House and Elevator Girl House IF create the overwhelming
sense that the elevator girls themselves are among the many objects up for sale. Situated
behind large glass windows, the series of women are identically dressed and posed as if
they were living mannequins. Like the women who recline amongst the shelving, the
elevator girls have the appearance of objects that can be reproduced and multiplied just
like any other mass-produced item; the intimation here is that these women are also
empty objects of desire.

125 Ueno 65.
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Fig. 2.6. Miwa Yanagi, Paradise Trespasser I. 1998.
To suggest that these women are akin to objects of consumption is to suggest also
that they are objects of sexual desire; indeed, there seems to be a sexual theme played out
in the availability and physical uniformity of these women. Hasegawa speculates that the
elevator girls may also be a kind of contemporary miko -spiritualistic mediums that
accompany souls to the land of the gods and communicate with deities. In Hasegawa’s
opinion, equating elevator girls to miko makes the emptiness of consumerism relative by
linking it to the spiritual sense of emptiness which leads beyond the material world.126
The comparison also lends the images a sexual connotation unique to Japan. It has been
suggested that prostitutes may have originated from female shamans. Whether this is the
case or not, it is well documented that as miko, prostitutes have had a long association
with religious institutions. In ancient Japan it was even believed that engaging in sexual
relations with miko was a form of communication with the deities. As Nam-Lin Hur
points out the cultural unity between prayer and sexual play reached its height in the late
126 Hasegawa 132.
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Tokugawa period and is sometimes used as an example of the “degenerative” tenor of
Edo society (1600-1868).127 If one is to think of elevator girls as miko then one must
extend the comparison beyond that of spiritual medium to include that of a prostitute. It
suggests that the young women and the objects to which they direct customers are seen
equally as empty objects of desire, subject to the whims of both sexual and commodity
fetishism.128
In contrast to Elevator Girls, which visually and conceptually reinforces
perceptions of uniformity and social compliance, My Grandmothers is an illustration of
individuality and resistance to the status quo. Yanagi’s second series My Grandmothers
features twenty-five images, each with an accompanying text. The texts were derived
from interviews conducted by the artist in person and via email, asking the interviewees
to imagine their lives fifty years in the future. The participants, who ranged in age from
eighteen to thirty-four, were gleaned from personal friends, attendants to the artist’s
lectures, and through her internet homepage.129 Using aging software, prosthetics,
makeup, set design, and computer imaging, Yanagi then constructed the imaginary
futures envisioned by her “grandmothers.” Some have interpreted the compression of
present and future time in this series as an illustration of culturally specific concepts of
time, space and memory. By way of example, Toshiharu Ito views My Grandmothers as
127 Nam-Lin Hur, Prayer and Play in Late Tokugawa Japan: Asakusa Sensoii and Edo Society
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Asia Center, 2000) 88-90.
128 Fairy Tales, a more recent series by Yanagi also features a reference to miko in the panel
Hitotsuva (“A Solitary House”). In ancient and early modem Japan Hitolsuva was a well-known folktale
about a husband and wife who prostitute their daughter to passing male travellers that seek shelter in their
home. After the sexual act is performed, the husband and wife kill the traveller while he sleeps, then steal
his possessions; this is their livelihood. One night the daughter, overcome with guilt, takes the place o f the
male traveller and is killed by her parents in his place. It is noteworthy that the daughter sleeps on a stone
pillow. This is significant because miko used stone pillows as a religious medium through which they
communicated with deities. Thus, in the story the daughter is equated to a miko and by extension to a
prostitute. Hur sees the story as thematizing the relationship between a prostitute and her pillow as a
religious object. Hur 90.
129 Wakasa.
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offering a particular vision of time wherein old women and young girls exist in the same
past-present-future moment. As a perusal into the subject of aging, Ito sees this work as
an illustration of time that, in contrast to a Western dualist perspective, is informed by a
Japanese belief in the continuity between nature and humanity, environment and body.
In comparison to Ito’s reading, what will follow is an assessment of My Grandmothers
that sees aging as subject to the dynamics of culturally defined gender and sexuality,
rather than as defined by cultural concepts of time and space.
Unlike the elevator girls, who are prisoners to what is expected of them, the
young women in this series have a strong sense of individualism and independence.
Rather than dread the onset of old age or a life defined by social constraints, the women
interviewed for My Grandmothers “presume they will enjoy power, respect, and
occasionally adventures, all of which grate against tradition in Japan.”

Yanagi’s

“grandmothers” construct a future in which self-actualization has been realized, in
contrast to the social reality where the pressure to yield to social and family obligations
remains strong despite attempts by recent generations of women to attain stronger
subjective identities. Yuka (see fig. 2.7.), for instance, her wild, red hair blowing in the
wind, is the picture of carefree abandon. Yuka has clearly chosen to reject social
constraints that would have her playing the role of the wise, old grandmother who finds
happiness in the simple pleasure of doting on her family. Riding side-by-side with her
much younger companion, Yuka lives a life of adventure with little regard for the130

130 Toshiharu Ito, “The Fourth Dimension o f Perception: New Coordinates for Japanese
Contemporary Art,” Chikaku: Time and Memory in Japan (Köln: König, 2005) 31.
131 Anne Tucker, “Three Views/One Eye: Miwa Yanagi’s Perception o f Women,” 26 May 2010,
http://www.community.db.com/downloads/Anne%20Tucker%20Essay.pdf
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children or grandchildren she has left behind, stating simply that “well, I just don’t see
them anymore.”

Fig. 2.7. Miwa Yanagi, Yuka, 2000; Fig. 2.8. Miwa Yanagi, Regine and Yoko. 2001.
Yuka’s anecdote is typical of the other narratives found in the series in that they
all present a radical departure from the norms of modem Japan. My Grandmothers
includes many other tales that shine a light on otherwise taboo subjects in Japanese
society. The written texts include, among others, the accounts of a lesbian couple (see
fig. 2.8.), a woman president in charge of her own chain of amusement parks, and a
woman who lectures her granddaughter on the privilege of working in a legalized sex
industry. Indeed, versions of grandmothers enjoying retirement with their husbands and
doting on grandchildren are conspicuously absent. This was an intentional omission on
the part of the artist. From the applicants’ responses, the artist was purposeful in her
exclusion of replies that evinced the life of a “regular housewife,” selecting only those
accounts that offered an alternative to the traditional vision of a quiet life with a loving132
132
For the full text for each image see Miwa Yanagi’s Official Website,
http://translate.googleusercontent.com/translate_c?hl=en&sl=ja&u=http://www.yanagimiwa.net/e/grandmo
thers/e/project/02.html&prev=/search%3Fq%3Dmiwa%2Byanagi%26hl%3Den%26rlz%3DlR2ADFA_en
CA339%26prmd%3Div&rurl=translate.google.com&usg=ALkJrhi4AMTo31iusxMUpC8w4SKpAloKbw
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husband and family. Consequently, what is offered to the spectator is a vision that
corresponds to the artist’s own ideal woman, which she states is “a woman who can stand
on her own feet” and “who has opinions about current affairs no matter how old she
gets.. .”.133134 Interestingly, by omitting the “regular housewife” from her definition of an
ideal woman the artist intimates that the archetypal Japanese housewife is void of either
of these qualities.
The narratives that make up My Grandmothers suggest that though outwardly
compliant, women are inwardly voiding society’s values. It has been widely noted that
while many Japanese women ostensibly adopt the values of society they secretly reject
those principles and seek refuge in a life of self-actualization; these women are generally
considered to be behind the country’s declining birthrate and increase in late
marriages.1,4 While on the whole “a life of self-interest” has been negatively associated
with the trend among young single women to indulge in travel, entertainment, and the
acquisition of material goods, a series of personal interviews conducted by Nancy
Rosenberger between 1993 and 1998 found that women’s attempts at achieving greater
personal freedom were more nuanced than what is recognized by critics and the public.
While travel and hobbies were cited as activities that were pursued simply for
gratification, they were also identified as a means to achieve a qualitatively different view
of independence. In a like manner, the value placed on personal enjoyment of leisure
time often defined the personal lives of young women, as well as what they sought in a
life partner. Overall, Rosenberger felt that activities were often pursued by young

133 Yanagi, “Interview with Mako Wakasa.”
134 Kasahara 101-102.
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Japanese women as a way to enjoy life before marriage rather than as a form of resistance
to the accepted conventions.135
Rosenberger also found that as women attempted to define their personhood
through work they were confronted by the contradictions between the role of the societal
self and the personal self. The author discovered that women placed more value on work
that they found personally fulfilling. This sense of personal achievement was realized
namely through work that was aimed at helping others or in positions where they felt they
were learning something that would contribute to their personal growth. This concept is
termed yarigai, and conveys “a feeling that by doing work, one attain[s] a sense of
meaning and worth.”136 The concept of yarigai is also depicted in a number of images in
Mv Grandmothers. Minami. the president of “Minami Island” and Hiroko, a powerful
figure in the sex industry, both occupy positions of power that are generally closed to
women (see fig. 2.9. and fig. 2.10). Alternatively, Mikiko (see fig. 2.11.) envisions a
future occupation that is perhaps more altruistic in its aims and less about breaking glass
ceilings. As a contracted “nursemaid of the dying” Mikiko’s occupation also falls outside
the norms of societal conventions; it is a profession that perhaps, in the public’s mind,
borders on the aberrant and the grotesque. Though at times the professions that Yanagi’s
“accomplished grandmothers” choose to pursue defy the realities of Japanese society,
they nevertheless, provide a more nuanced vision of a “life of self-interest.”

135 Rosenberger 188-195.
136 Rosenberger 198.
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Fig. 2.9. Miwa Yanagi, Minami. 2000; Fig. 2.10. Miwa Yanagi, Hiroko. 2001.
The pervasive attitude of women like Minami throughout the series has
contributed to the overwhelming view that My Grandmothers is primarily a positive
reconstruction of female power. However, the photographic series and its accompanying
texts combine to create a diegetic fantasy that is as fatalistic as it is optimistic and the
affirmative authority of the series is tempered by a dark undertone. The non-appearance
of men, marriage, and families in the series suggests that the only path to self
actualization and independence is a solitary one. The nonexistence of men in the
accounts offered by Yanagi’s grandmothers reflects the absence of working fathers in the
traditional household. Correspondingly, when children do make an appearance, the
female protagonists of each narrative are designated as their sole caretakers. Even the
artist envisions a life as the exclusive ward of a myriad of seemingly fatherless children.
Images like Miwa (see fig. 2.12) suggest that traditional notions of kinship and filial piety
no longer play a central role and that social institutions of heterosexuality are of minimal
value in modem Japanese society. This is especially true as divorce rates continue to rise
and more women choose to take on the responsibility of single parenthood.
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Fig. 2.11. Miwa Yanagi, Mikiko, 2001; Fig. 2.12. Miwa Yanagi, Miwa, 2001.
It seems that Yanagi’s photographic series reflects real changes to deep-seated
concepts of the family that are taking place with successive generations of Japanese
women. Since Japanese women are accustomed to living and functioning in a gender
segregated society, it is perhaps not surprising that the stories that make up My
Grandmothers exclude men; a world devoid of men seems natural.137138 In this aspect, the
narratives in this series bear a strong similarity to those of modem Japanese women
writers in that they are essentially wish-fulfillment fantasies, at the heart of which is a
world without the opposite sex. According to Napier “[f)or these women writers it is the
male who represents the suffocating constraints of hierarchy and obligation, and their
fantasies attack that world by offering a solitary one in its place.”

Because these

women authors have a particularly pessimistic view of the modem world, especially in
137 Ueno 63.
138 In the chapter “Women Lost: the Dead, Damaged, or Absent Female in Postwar Fantasy”
Napier speculates on how female characters have been dealt with in modem literature by women authors,
namely in works by Fumiko Enchi, Minako Oba, Yumiko Kurahashi and Mieko Kanai. Napier notes that
these women authors have a notably pessimistic view o f the modem world, especially as pertains to the
relations between the sexes. For many young Japanese women writers like Banana Yoshimoto the absent
father is a recurring element which Napier suggests shows the problematization o f the father and authority
figures for recent generations. Napier 55-56.
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relations between the sexes, the main desire of their female protagonists is often to be
alone and unencumbered; their fantasies are markedly antisocial.
Kahori (see fig. 2.13.) gives visual form to Napier’s assertion. Kahori, in her
desire for seclusion, has retired to a house deep in the forest. In doing so she effectively
escapes any filial or social obligations demanded of her. The image itself reflects the
stark nature of Kahori’s provisional existence; detached from consensus reality she can
only look in on a world of her own making. She seems apathetic to her situation stating:
“I do not know if the world outside still exists. I do not know if I still exist.” In the
simulated environs Kahori has constructed for herself one sees the present and an
imagined future, each envisioned as being simultaneously utopian and dystopian.

Figure 2.13. Miwa Yanagi, Kahori, 2004; Fig. 2.14. Miwa Yanagi, A), 2004.
Ueno feels that, ultimately, My Grandmothers is not as representative of female
empowerment as some critics claim. Rather, she sees these women as standing at the
crossroads between hope and despair, sensing that the age of growth and progress is
coming to a halt, and that they must decide which path to take.*140 Ueno’s outlook is
mitigated by the tales of grandmothers like Yuka, Yoko, and Minami who clearly choose
139
140

Napier 80.
Ueno 65.

to walk down the path of hope. They pursue their desires without regret even though
they are unconventional. Yet, there are many grandmothers who give credence to Ueno’s
observations, most notably Ai (see fig. 2.14.) who, sitting slouched in her chair, is the
very picture of world-weariness and despondence. Ai, a fortune-teller, ruminates over
the hopelessness of her young clients’ situations: “I can’t help but feel sorry for these
innocent girls. Their lives will be just like their mothers’. Chronic boredom interrupted
only by disappointment and disillusionment.” The cynicism of Ai in her elderly form
hints at the actual frustrations experienced by her younger self. Though the blithe nature
of young single women is highlighted in the media, many do not lead such carefree
existences; in reality, they remain confined by work and family obligations, as well as
financial restrictions.141 Perhaps Ai, whose personhood is circumscribed by discourses of
family and nation, cannot envision a future that is fundamentally different from her
present. Thus, realizing the inability of her current generation to enact radical change,
she is eager to find her successor, one who, unlike her, is “not attached to the past or
anxious about the future.”
Though often interpreted as such, the works that have been discussed here are
more than just a diatribe against the rabidity of consumer culture, or pictures of wishfulfillment fantasies. They expound on the relationship between feelings of discontent
among young Japanese women and the modem rationalization and standardization of life
as it has developed in the postwar era. Elevator Girls and My Grandmothers both
highlight the negotiation of gender and the arbitrariness of convention to reveal the
pretences that uphold the status quo. What is more, they point to the mutually supporting
discourses of Orientalism and Occidentalism as the origins of the artifices that give shape
141 Rosenberger 188.
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to and maintain the present condition of Japanese women. These interweaving discourses
have functioned as a means to limit and protect the nation-state from the larger
globalizing logic of modernization since the Meiji Restoration. From that point on,
Japanese women have been aligned with discourses of Orientalism and Occidentalism
that put them in positions of subjection and power; the tandem movement of these
discourses has functioned to sustain the status quo of gender relations in modem Japan.
They have also determined the qualities of the ideal Japanese woman. What is interesting
about Orto’s description of elevator girls is that it reiterates Orientalist discourses of
exoticized Asian beauty. That the women who work as elevator girls must subscribe to
received notions of Asian beauty as defined by the West suggests contemporary
reinterpretations of women are rooted in longstanding Oriental and Occidental
paradigms.142
In the contemporary period, the economic and political climate of the 1980s and
1990s generated and supported a discourse of “reverse Orientalism” and saw the
reassertion of Nihonjiron (debates about what makes the Japanese unique as a people) to
explain Japanese economic strength and political ineffectiveness.143 The location of
women in relation to these discourses was complex. Their power as consumers marked
them as the ultimate representatives of modem Japanese leisure and consumption and
therefore, of Japan’s economic success. Ironically, they were also made to be an

142 Katherine Zane in unique in how she views the active appropriation o f “Western” culture by
Japanese women. Zane sees it as an act o f agency rather than o f passivity on the part o f the Japanese, a part
o f which is the individual application o f Orientalist paradigms o f Asian beauty. Zane 172. For a fuller
understanding o f the relationship between the adoption o f Occidental ideas and the construction o f modem
Japan see Stefan Tanaka, Japan’s Orient: Rendering Pasts into History (Berkeley: University o f California
Press, 1993).
143 Ayako Kano, “Toward a Critique o f Transhistorical Femininity,” Gendering Modem Japanese
Flistorv. eds. Barbara Molony and Kathleen Uno, (Cambridge, Mass.; London: Harvard University Press,
2005) 520-522.
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example, a lesson about the consequences of a modernizing process that takes as its focus
the appropriation of status and “culture” through economic prosperity. For women in the
1990s and into the 2000s, leisure and work activities contribute as equally as the
consumption of material goods to their sense of freedom and individuality. Yet, the
ability to develop one’s societal self is limited and performed within the rigidly defined
constructs of family, economy, and nation.144 That the period of time in which it is
deemed socially acceptable for women to pursue their subjective identities is restricted to
the time prior to marriage and motherhood indicates that the gender codes established in
the Meiji period are still in play. That the contributions of women to the national polity
are mediated by their role as consumer further suggests the transformations and
preservation of the imperial system through the operation of a parallel structure capitalism.145
Though Miwa Yanagi may be of a generation whose prerogative is “to reinterpret
history or to claim one’s unique position within its interstices,” in her practice, she goes
one step further to expose and dislocate the mutually supporting discourses of
Orientalism and Nihonjiron. The fictional narratives of Yanagi’s diegesis disrupt these
discourses by eschewing stereotypes regarding the existence of women in a society that
privileges conformity. By giving full license to individualism, Yanagi effectively re
presents young Japanese women as individuals “with narratable life histories.”146 Despite

144 Rosenberger 210.
145 Chizuko Ueno, “Are the Japanese Feminine? Some Problems o f Japanese Feminism in its
Cultural Context,” Broken Silence: Voices o f Japanese Feminism, ed. Sandra Buckley (Los Angeles:
University o f California Press, 1997) 300.
146 Edward Said is critical o f the way that cultural “archives” create static images rather than
historical or personal “narratives.” He describes cultural “archives as characteristics o f tradition, custom,
or worldview that explain the “essences” o f a culture. In Japan, Orientalism and Nihonjiron share the same
details o f tradition and custom in order to explain the “essences” o f Japanese culture and in this sense are
subject to the same “archive.” While discourses o f Orientalism mark Japan as an exoticized “other” o f the
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the restraints of social conventions, women’s imaginations of what their lives could be
have broadened from previous decades.147 My Grandmothers gives authority to the
imaginations of women as an active vehicle for social change. This series suggests
alternative means of existence to the one imposed by the many social constraints of
Japanese society and offers a visual expression of the breakdown of the dichotomies that
underlie modem Japan. In their wholesale rejection of normative patriarchal and
heterosexual values these women propose a radical alternative to societal norms and blur
the lines between their public and private lives. Be they dystopian nightmares or utopian
dreams, Elevator Girls and My Grandmothers suggest the interweaving narratives of self
discovery, affluence, and commerce wherein the discourses of feminism, nationalism,
and cultural particularism meet.

West, discourses o f Nihonjiron mark Japan as an occidental “other” within Asia. As a corrective to
Orientalism Said suggests that the culture normally positioned as “other” respond critically to Western
representations through an “independent critical consciousness.” Said considers this a moment o f
“oppositional culture” because it disrupts essentialist interpretations o f non-Westem cultures. Edward Said,
Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1978); James Clifford, The Predicament o f Culture (Cambridge,
Mass.; London: Harvard University Press, 1988). For an analysis o f the functions o f Orientalism and
Nihonjiron in Arthur Golden’s Memoirs o f a Geisha (1999) see Anne Allison, “Memoirs o f the Orient,”
Journal o f Japanese Studies 27.2 (2001): 381-398.
14 According to Rosenberger’s research though in actuality their progress is still restrained due to
the institutional framework o f nation and family, claims to the right for independent mobility and entrance
into a man’s world has increased. Rosenberger 210.
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Chapter Three: The Maternal Guise: Representations of Maternalism and
Imperialism in the Work of Yoshiko Shimada
The work of Yoshiko Shimada is about positionality. It takes as its starting point
the personal position of the artist - as Japanese, as Asian, and as a woman - as a means to
examine the location of women in the discourses of gender, race, and nation in the
modem history of Japan. From a place of personal accountability, Shimada wants to
begin a dialogue about the persistence of past forms of imperialism into the present, and
take to task the patriarchal system that continues to sustain nationalistic ideologies. At
the core of this investigation lies the relationship of the Japanese imperial system to the
institution of motherhood as it has developed in the modem period. By questioning the
naturalization of Japanese women’s roles as mothers in the decades following the Meiji
Restoration (1868) and reassessing the culpability of Japanese women in achieving
economic and military hegemony within Asia, the artist exposes the institution of
motherhood as an essential building block of an imperial system founded on patriarchal
and ethnocentric ideologies. This chapter considers how the artist complicates the
institution of motherhood in Japan, by drawing attention to the binary constructions of the
Japanese mother/virgin and the Asian whore. To do so it will focus on a series of
etchings and installations produced by Shimada between 1992 and 1996 that address
specifically the convergence of motherhood as an imperial construct with the issue of and
history of militarized violence in Japan’s colonial past.
As a Japanese artist, Yoshiko Shimada is unique in her criticism of Japan’s
imperial past and its persistence in the form of economic imperialism. One aspect of
Shimada’s work that sets her apart from other contemporary Japanese artists is her
utilization of war-era documents, namely archival photographs and old postcards from
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the 1930s and 1940s. In contrast to Shimada’s practice, a large majority of contemporary
Japanese artists have avoided pictorial references to the imperial family or the emperor
system so as to circumvent negative political backlash against their work. Yukinori
Yanagi, for example, chiefly uses symbolic references like the hinomaru (Japan’s
national flag) to criticize modem Japan’s construction of nation and nationalism.
Scholars see this kind of self-censorship as adhering to the “chrysanthemum taboo,” a
term that came into use in the 1960s in the wake of a number of right-wing attacks on
writers and publishers deemed antagonistic to imperial honour. The term generally refers
to the cultural prohibition of using the imperial crest in any way that would imply
criticism of the imperial family or the emperor system.148 In regards to art, the “taboo” is
applied to performances or pictorial references that are considered to defame the emperor
or the imperial system in its past or present form.149 This form of self-censorship has not
only affected the decisions that artists make when selecting images to reproduce but has
led many to forgo political commentary altogether. Indeed it is frequently remarked upon
that Japanese art after the 1960s is overwhelmingly apolitical in nature. For art historian
John Clark this is evidenced by the fact that in 1995, the year that marked the 50th
anniversary of Japan’s defeat in the Asia-Pacific War, few artists chose to forefront the
question of the responsibility of the ultranationalist regime or the war guilt of the Showa

148 Catherine Osborne, Divide and Rule (Toronto: Space Gallery, 1997) 24. See Norma Field, In
the Realm o f a Dying Emperor: Japan at Century’s End (1991; New York: Vintage Books, 1993).
149 Genqui Numata is well-known for his dismissal o f taboos that prohibit criticism o f the emperor.
The performance Harenchi (shamelessness) a Go-Go - X-Dav is often cited as an example o f Genqui’s
most brazen criticism o f the emperor system. The performance was collaboration between Genqui and the
Momokira avant-garde theatre duo, comprised o f Momoko and Kirara. As part o f the performance
Momoko danced around a coffin, at first wearing a mourning kimono, and eventually sporting nothing
other than a single accessory -a white fan printed with a black sun. At the end o f the performance Genqui
rose from the coffin wearing only a gilt paper crown, a fundoshi loincloth and a pair o f wings. Staged at
the same time that the emperor lay on his deathbed, the whole performance mocked the emperor system
and heralded, in a most cynical manner, the emperor’s impending death. Nicholas Bomoff, Pink Samurai:
The Pursuit o f Sex and Politics in Japan (London: Grafton Books, 1991) 397.
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Emperor.150 Broadly speaking, the self-censorship of those in the artistic community in
the face of the political pressures and influence of right-wing ultranationalists has
contributed to the construction of an historical amnesia. In light of this purposeful
amnesia, the utilization of documentary photographs by Shimada can be seen as a
combative and strategic mobilization of memory in regards to the country’s imperial past.
For artists and art historians addressing the issue of how the censored circulation
of images have influenced how history has been remembered and shaped the present
understanding of the past for current generations remains paramount. Though for Barthes
the “invisibility” of the imperial house to the citizenship suggests a passive and symbolic
occupant, the emperor remains a contentious figure for art historians who wish to
question the construction of art history in Japan’s modem period.151 As the feminist art
critic Megumi Kitahara writes, “the construction of Japanese art history is closely related
to the creation of the Emperor system. In order to create Japanese art history, we use the
power of the emperor....To make certain exhibitions important, we say the Emperor saw
that exhibition.”152
Those artists who do choose to address the atrocities inflicted by Japan during the
war or the culpability of the Emperor himself often become the target of ultranationalist
backlash. The reaction to the Toyama Museum of Modem Art’s acquisition of Nobuyuki
Ohura’s print series Holding Perspective foregrounds the obstacles posed by
ultranationalist groups to artists who are critical of the emperor system or Japan’s war-

150 John Clark, Modem Asian Art (Honolulu: University o f Hawai’i Press, 1998) 287.
151 Roland Barthes, Empire o f Signs, trans. Richard Howard (New York: Farrar, Straus and
Giroux, 1982) 30-31.
152 Lisa Bloom, “Gender, Race and Nation in Japanese Contemporary Art and Criticism,”
n.paradoxa 5 (2000): 37. See also Megumi Kitahara, “The Debate Around ‘Just Only: Gender Difference in
the Japanese Art World from 1997-1998,” Impaction 110 (1998): 96-107.
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time crimes. The series, which was comprised of cut-up images of Emperor Hirohito in
photomontages, led to complaints by ultranationalist groups to the Toyama regional
assembly that the work was offensive. As a result of pressure from ultranationalist
groups, exhibitions of Ohura’s work scheduled for the future were cancelled and the
exhibition catalogues were burned by the Toyama Public Museum of Art. Historian Julia
A. Thomas points out that at issue here is the protective self-censorship of Japanese
artists in the face of indirect ultranationalist pressure, especially for those who are critical
of the emperor system or sympathetic to the victims of militarized sexualization.

In

addition, the lack of response to this case by purported supporters of the arts highlights
the reluctance of even leftist artists and scholars to confront the “chrysanthemum taboo.”
Following the case against Ohura, Yoshiko Shimada was extraordinary in her
response to the artist’s situation. Shimada’s first show of support was to send the ashes
of one of her own paintings to Toyama Museum administrators to protest the museum’s
submission to right-wing objections. The ashes were returned to Shimada by museum
authorities.153154 Secondly, A Picture to be Burnt (see fig. 3.1.), a two part work featuring
the image of Emperor Hirohito, can also be interpreted as a commentary on the
censorship of Ohura’s work by gallery owners and museum officials, and to the power of
ultranationalist groups in dictating “appropriate” content for exhibitions. A Picture to be
Burnt, the title of which is generally believed to reference the burning of Oharu’s
exhibition catalogues by the Toyama Museum, features two images of Emperor Hirohito
in military uniform. While neither image has been cut up as in Holding Perspective, they
have been disfigured by being covered in red and crossed over with x’s, and lastly by
153 Julia A. Thomas, “Photography, National Identity, and the Cataracts o f Time: Wartime Images
and the Case o f Japan,” The American Historical Review 103.5 (1998): 1490.
154 Thomas 1490.
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having their faces burned out. The image on the right has been further defaced by being
scorched so that only the top half of the image remains.
A Picture to be Burnt first appeared on the cover of Asian Art News
(September/October, 1994), an English publication from Hong Kong, which though
widely distributed throughout Asia, is rarely found in Japan. Notably, this image is also
conspicuously absent from the majority of publications in Japan that deal with Shimada’s
work. The absence of this image from Japanese publications is as telling as its presence
in publications that are circulated throughout Asia. Its nonappearance in Japan reinforces
the impossibility of this or any image of the emperor to be printed in the country for fear
of ultranationalist attack. For Lisa Bloom this and other works by Shimada and Ohura
function as “a way to critique the crucial role the state plays in shaping the content of
Japan’s national history by also setting limits on the style in which the past is
remembered.”155 However, A Picture to be Burnt is also a commentary on the
implications of Japan’s historical aporia of their colonialist role within the Asian region.
That the majority of the readers of Asian Art News are residents of former colonies of
Japan is significant in that it triggers a collective memory of colonialism, a history that
they do not want forgotten. More to the point, it is a history that they want the Japanese
government to address in a more forthright manner. In the opinion of Hiroko Hagiwara,
it is only within this Asian region that Shimada’s image “can be properly shared and
appreciated as an explicit representation of the artist’s negation of the iconic divinity of
the emperor.”156

155 Bloom 37.
.
156 Hiroko Hagiwara, “Comfort Women: Women o f Conformity: the Work o f Yoshiko Shimada,”
Generations and Geographies in the Visual Arts: Feminist Readings, ed. Griselda Pollock (London; New
York: Routledge, 1996) 254.
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Fig. 3.1. Yoshiko Shimada, A Picture to be Burnt. 1993.
What makes the work of Yoshiko Shimada even more contentious and subject to
negative criticism within Japan are its feminist underpinnings. For Shimada feminism is
a means to challenge and bring change to the current rigid system of hierarchy. For her,
art and feminism are about positionality; they show people where they are in relation to
the world and encourage them to see things from a different point of view.

Because

the scholarly field of art and art history in Japan has for the most part ignored issues of
gender, race, and class, deeming them to be of little importance to the field, for an artist
or historian to adopt a firm feminist perspective is unusual. In part, feminism is criticized
by the conservative right as yet another imported Western concept that bears little value
in academia or for the average citizen. Within the discipline itself, feminist artists, critics
and art historians are subject to attacks by proponents of a conventional canonical
approach to Western art and a traditionalist approach to the study of Japanese art. Inaga

137 Yoshiko Shimada, “Art, Feminism, and Activism,” Another Japan is Possible: New Social
Movements and Global Citizenship Education, ed. Jennifer Chan (Stanford: Stanford University Press.
2008) 243.
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Shigemi, for one, art historian and professor at the International Japanese Cultural Center
in Kyoto, has been openly critical of the necessity to rethink the history of Japanese art
history in terms of Japan’s colonial past and from the perspective of gender.

That

Shimada has chosen to foreground concepts such as “Motherhood” or the culpability of
women in the discourses of colonialism, nationalism, and imperialism has allowed for the
dismissal of her work as the product of a radical feminist within Japan.
A closer look at an early series of works that focuses on the dichotomous states of
“mother” and “comfort woman” can clarify the contentious manner in which Shimada’s
work challenges the ways in which Japanese women have been positioned in the
discourses of gender, race and nation, both historically and in the present. Comfort
women were part of a system of forced prostitution established by the Japanese military
during the Asia-Pacific War. It is estimated that between 100,000 and 200,000 Asian
women were taken from Japan’s colonies and relocated to ianjo or “comfort stations”
near the frontlines in order to service Japanese soldiers during the war. The majority of
these women were from Korea, but many also came from Taiwan, China, the Philippines,
Indonesia, and Malaysia. Only a minority of women came from Japan and they were
most often enlisted to service high-ranking Japanese officers.*159 A House of Comfort
(see fig. 3.2.) illustrates the hierarchal nature of this system of militarized sexualization.
Situated at the top of the image is a mansion that has been turned into a military brothel.
Though it sits in the background it nevertheless occupies the bulk of the picture plane,
visually reinforcing the position of its clients over that of its occupants, the Asian
l5K Bloom 37.
159
For a concise study o f the comfort women system see Yuki Tanaka, Japan’s Comfort Women:
Sexual Slavery and Prostitution During World War II and the US Occupation (London; N ew York:
Routledge, 2002). See also Yoshiaki Yoshimi, Sexual Slavery in the Japanese Military During World War
II, trans. Suzanne O ’Brien (New York: Columbia University Press, 2000).
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prostitutes that comprise the foreground. Both are overlaid by the image of a Korean
comfort woman who is dressed in only her underclothes. It raises the question, to whom
is this a house of comfort?160

Fig. 3.2. Yoshiko Shimada, A House of Comfort, Private collection, 1993.
The start of Shimada’s investigation of the comfort women system corresponded
to a number of incidents within Japan itself that allowed Shimada to broach a topic that
was closed to previous generations of Japanese artists. First and foremost the death of
Emperor Hirohito and the close of the Shôwa Era in 1989 allowed for the possibility of
the open criticism of tennô-sei (the modem emperor system) in media, journalism, and
academia for the first time in its modem history. The death of Hirohito also prompted
widespread demands by East and Southeast Asian countries that the Japanese government
offer formal apologies for the atrocities committed under their colonial rule. Alexandra
Munroe has pointed out that the early 1990s was a time of unprecedented open criticism
in Japanese society, defined by the will to come to terms with the reality of recent history

160 Hagiwara 259.
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and to challenge social taboos surrounding tenno-sei. As such, art in the “post-Hirohitoera” has demonstrated an engagement with political and social issues that is “unusually
confrontational for Japan.”161 Specific to the issue of comfort women, 1991 was also the
year in which three Korean comfort women launched a landmark lawsuit against the
Japanese government, demanding an official apology as well as reparations for their
forced sexual slavery during the Asia-Pacific War. Chungmoo Choi has called attention
to the fact that along with Hirohito’s death this new opportunity for Korean comfort
women to seek compensation was also temporally tied to the end of the cold war, which
signalled the end to the suppression of debates on Japan’s colonialism by the hegemonic
presence of the United States.162
This decade also marked the onset of Shimada’s scrutiny of Japan’s imperial past
and women’s participation during the war years. Shooting Lesson (see fig. 3.3.) is an
early example of work that takes as its subject the Japanese women who supported
Japan’s colonial efforts, making visible what has hitherto remained invisible - women’s
enthusiastic and aggressive contribution to the war effort. Produced in 1992, this work
depicts members of the National Defence Women’s Organization. Founded in 1932,
their main activity was to send troops off to war and greet them upon their return. As
part of their duties they lined parade routes as troops went off to war, received and nursed
wounded soldiers, as well as spied on citizens and reported “unpatriotic” activity.
Though the organization began as a loose confederation of local initiatives it eventually
became a nationally implemented organization that bore a similarity to the military in its

161 Alexandra Munroe, “Hinomaru Illumination : Japanese Art o f the 1990s,” Japanese Art After
1945: Scream Against the Sky, ed. Alexandra Munroe (New York: H.N. Abrams, 1994) 339.
162 Chungmoo Choi, “Guest Editors Introduction,” Positions: East Asia Cultures Critique 5.1
(1997): v.
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elaborate system of rank and order.163 In Shooting Lesson we see members of the
National Defence Women’s Organization learning to shoot guns. Hagiwara speculates
that this image depicts the wives of colonists in one of Japan’s field armies, such as
Manchukuo. Manchukuo was founded in 1932 in the guise of an independent state,
though in fact it was under the control of the Guangdong Army, Japan’s field army in
Manchuria.164 This type of military training was considered a matter of self-defense in
the event that they were attacked by rebellious locals seeking to reclaim land that had
been taken over by colonists or by anti-Japanese guerrillas.

Fig. 3.3. Yoshiko Shimada, Shooting Lesson. Za Moca Foundation, Tokyo, 1992.
If one gives credence to Hagiwara’s speculation, then Shimada’s decision to
highlight the time period in which the National Defence Women’s Organization first
became active is significant. Thomas has observed that the Western dating system rather
than the Japanese method of dating year by imperial reign is used frequently in events

163 Osborne 9.
164 Hagiwara 256.
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pertaining to the war era in Japan.165 She feels that the Western system is used as an
interpretative device that obscures Japan’s long military engagement on the Asian
continent by focusing on the conflict between Japan and “the West” after 1941.166167 By
using Western terminology that puts emphasis on “the forties” rather than the early
decades of Emperor Hirohito’s reign (1926-1989) curators and historians deny the
existence of Japan’s long colonial presence in the Asian region. Thus, by drawing
attention to the years pre-dating Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbour in 1941, Shimada is
emphasizing a time period that has otherwise been the victim of a measured selectivity by
government and, at times, historians. Shimada thereby challenges and complicates the
historical account that has been officially sanctioned by the Japanese government. The
success of Shimada’s project thus rests in part in her citation of archival photographs; in
the context of Japan, “[wjhere national identity has resisted temporality [...] the capacity
of photography to mark time becomes subversive..

1 fin

Another important insertion into a master narrative that repudiates its colonial
past is the history of comfort women, the representation of which is also found in
Shooting Lesson. The chief image of Japanese women wielding weapons is juxtaposed
with that of a Korean comfort woman in each of the four comers. The implications of
this apposition are varied. In part it temporally merges the escalation of Japan’s military
presence in the Asian region with the establishment of the National Defence Women’s

165 The official Japanese dating system measures years by imperial reign, whereby each
enthronement resets the calendar year to 1. Thus, 1926 is recorded as Showal to indicate the first year o f
Emperor Hirohito’s reign. During the war years, dates were most often written according to this system.
166 In this case, Thomas is referring specifically to an exhibition held in 1995 by the Yokohama
Museum o f Art entitled Photography in the 1940s. The purpose o f this exhibition was to commemorate the
50th anniversary o f Japan’s surrender to allied forces. By using the Western system o f dating in the title
rather than the Japanese methods the curator was able to narrow the scope o f the war to the few years prior
to and after surrender. Thomas 1484.
167 Thomas 1498.
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Organization and the creation of Japanese military brothels in 1932.

It suggests that

that these two institutions were not mutually exclusive but mutually supporting of the
Imperial agenda. Their juxtaposition, whereby the Korean comfort women have been
pushed to the margins, also indicates the differences in the conditions of these women.
While the Japanese women occupy a position of aggression and authority, the comfort
women occupy a position of victimization and subjection. The concurrent existence of
these two groups points to the dichotomous nature of Japanese and non-Japanese women
during the war years, which in the words of Hagiwara is a reflection of “the hierarchically
differentiated social positions of women in the mutual and conflicting determinations of
gender, class and nationality.” 16869
The opposing positions of Japanese and non-Japanese women is built into the
majority of Shimada’s work that deals explicitly with comfort women and the
imperialistic wartime ideology of the Japanese. As an organizing system in operation
during the war, the positionality of women was determined by a complex understanding
of gender, class and nationality that emanated from the Meiji period and Japan’s
modernization. In terms of Shimada’s work, there were two significant outcomes from
this period: 1) the administration of Japan’s modem constitutional statehood under the
patriarchal principles of the West; and 2) the establishment of the ie (extended patriarchal
household) system within the emperor system.170 As mutually supporting systems, each
contributed significantly to the hegemonic position adopted by Japan in Asia, the
definition of gender roles and the gendered, raced, and classed construction of “others.”
168
Though it is not known exactly when the first Japanese military brothels were set up, evidence
suggests that they were first established for the Japanese Navy in Shanghai in 1932. Tanaka 8.
Ihy Hagiwara 256.
170
Yaya Aoki, “Feminism and Imperialism,” Broken Silence: Voices o f Japanese Feminism, ed.
Sandra Buckley (Los Angeles: University o f California Press, 1997) 28.
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Historian Stefan Tanaka argues that the hierarchal position adopted by Japan in
relation to the rest of Asia stemmed from the creation of a Japanese history modelled
after the “world histories” of Europe. In the opinion of Tanaka, the application of
European systems of knowledge was not in recognition of the inherent superiority of the
West but of a historically more advanced society. The West was therefore positioned as
an ideal toward which Japan had to strive in order to be successful and survive; this ideal
could only be reached through the adoption of Western knowledge, which in turn served
to put Japan on par with Western societies.

Social reformers of the enlightenment

period such as Yukichi Fukuzawa accepted many European concepts as universal truths
that governed all societies and attempted to insert Japan into this universalistic
framework, but in a way that was made to correspond with a Japanese perspective.
However, though social reformers looked to notions of constitutional statehood and
knowledge systems taken from the West, Western concepts of democracy, civil rights,
and individual citizenship were patently absent from their reform agenda. Instead,
emphasis was put on the collectivity of the nation and the service of the individual to the
nation. In the absence of the more humanistic aspects of Western society, economic
growth, technological advancement, and military expansion became the core principles of
Japanese modernization. From its perspective, Japan experienced a rapid turnaround
from an antiquated Asian nation to an economically and technologically advanced
country.172172

171 Stefan Tanaka, Japan’s Orient: Rendering Pasts into History (Berkeley; Los Angeles; Oxford:
University o f California Press, 1993) 36-38.
172 In a well-known article “Datsu-A ron” (Dissociation from Asia) Fukuzawa appealed for Japan
to distance itself from Asia and close the gap with Europe in terms o f economics and technology. The
article also showed disdain at Western civilization’s moral values, likening it to the measles, as a disease
that spreads quickly across the globe. Given his contempt o f Western morality, Fukuzawa’s slogan DatsuA, Nyu-O (“Leave Asia, join West”) speaks more to the value he and other social reformers placed on
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Yet, the main problem in achieving parity with the West was how to become
modem and separate itself from the category of Oriental, whilst maintaining a
“traditional” national identity. The various ways in which Japan implemented this
separation are too complex to go into here; instead I would like to highlight a few key
changes that contributed to the construction of “we” and “others” through the
modernizing process. To start, the formation of tdydshi (Oriental history) as an academic
discipline established and maintained a geocultural distinction between East and West.
As a concept unique to twentieth-century Japan, tdydshi created a comprehensive
ideological system within which Japan could act autonomously to create its own history.
It functioned to authorize a particular view of both Europe and Asia that established
modem Japan’s equivalence with Europe (as the most advanced Asian nation) and as
distinct from and superior to China.173 In effect, the study of tdydshi laid the foundation
for the development of a Japanese Orient, the centre of which was Japan. Within this
ideological framework China became Japan’s orient as the locus of their past, which they
left behind when they accepted a Western progressive concept of history. Thus, “[w]hile
Europe, as the West, became an “other” against which Japan compared itself, shina
became a different other: it was an object, an idealized space and time from which Japan
developed.”174
The fabrication and institutionalization of what many scholars refer to as reverseOrientalism also contributed to the “masculinization” of Japan. Art historian Kaori
Western models o f economics, science and technological advancement as universal truths, rather than on
the Western value system. Tanaka, Japan’s Orient 38.
173 Tanaka, Japan’s Orient 12
174 Shina was the term commonly used for China prior to the end o f the Asia-Pacific War.
Subsequent to the end o f the war the term Chuugoku (Middle Kingdom), which was used prior to
Restoration, once again became the accepted term. Tanaka notes that in Japan’s modem history the term
shina was used to denote difference, and in the early 20th century it emphasized China as a place stuck in its
past, in comparison to Japan which was now a modem Asian nation. Tanaka, Japan’s Orient 12-13.
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Chino views Japan’s modem self-definition as “masculine” as key to understanding its
attempted suppression of other “feminine” Asian countries. Chino notes that in the Heian
period Japan had chosen to describe its own identity as “feminine” in deference to China
which it described as “masculine.” It was only after the Meiji Restoration, as China’s
power waned and was replaced by the West as the model of progress and modernity that
Japan adopted a masculine role and attempted to construct its Asian neighbours as
“feminine.”175176 The extent to which this construct permeated the thinking of modem
Japanese intellectuals is evidenced in Fukuzawa’s metaphor of Korea, situated between
China and Japan, as a “sexually free woman “who will even flirt with Chinese men” in
comparison to being a proper (monogamous) wife” (to Japan).

Because Korea had

been under imperial rule since 1910, Fukuzawa has applied the appellation of husband to
Japan, indicating the gendering of positions of power in the relationship between
colonizers and colonized. The Japanese press also described Korea as a “weak woman in
a white dress which can be dyed into any colour.”177 The ascription of Korea with
effeminate terms also came from Japan’s adaptation of the Western perspective of the
Orient as having a feminine character.
The institution of the emperor as the patriarchal head of the nation state ran
concurrent to Japan’s modernization and its adoption of a Western model of economics

175 Kaori Chino, “Gender in Japanese Art,” Aesthetics 7 (1996).
176 Kim Hyeshin argues that the images selected for the annual Korean Fine Art Exhibition (from
1922 onwards) emphasized characteristics pinpointed by Edward Said as those used by colonizers to
describe the Orient: “lethargic and obedient,” “submissive,” “feminine,” and “undeveloped.” These images
functioned to evoke nostalgia for Japan’s “backward” past and to reinforce the country’s assumed position
o f cultural and structural superiority. It is o f note that these images were painted by Japanese artists, as
well as Korean artists who had received their training in Japan’s academic art institutions. Kim Hyeshin,
“Images o f Women in National Art Exhibitions during the Korean Colonial Period,” Gender and Power in
the Japanese Visual Field, eds. Joshua S. Mostow, Norman Bryson and Maribeth Graybill (Honolulu:
University o f Hawai’i Press. 2003) 145.
177 Yoshiko Shimada, Mito Annual ‘97 Flexible Coexistence (Tokyo: Contemporary Art Gallery,
Art Tower Mito, 1997) 44.
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and military expansion. The solidification of the emperor as the “head of the household”
provided the impetus for the creation of a “family state” society of which the emperor
was the head patriarch. Though the male-centered nature of Japan is generally considered
to be the result of “traditional gender roles and the historical relict of Confucian ethics” in
which a gendered hierarchy was defined as “the preference of men and the belittlement of
women” this is not entirely the case.178 In some aspects, the hegemonic gender order on
which the empire was founded was more of an invention of modernization than a
continuation of tradition. After Japan was forced to open its doors by Commodore Perry
(1853), the position of women in Japanese society became a central issue for both
feminists and male social reformers, though to different ends. Male social reformers
were mainly concerned about advancing the status of Japan in relation to the West. They
saw gender relations as an impediment to gaining acceptance by Western powers as a
civilised society, and turned to the position of women in the family as an important area
of reform that would be viewed positively by western critics.179
The reconstruction of the family unit was premised on two models: 1) a German
model designed to sustain traditional aspects of society, and that gave patriarchal rights to
the head of the household; and 2) the Japanese ie, the extended patriarchal household.180
Under the ie system male heads of the household were given authority over women and
younger men in the family, and they were in turn subservient to the emperor as the head
of state. Significantly, the meaning of ie extends beyond family to denote concepts of

l7H Annette Schad-Seifert, “Dynamics o f Masculinities in Japan - Comparative Perspectives on
Men’s Studies,” Gender Dynamics and Globalisation: Perspectives on Japan within Asia, eds. Claudia
Derichs and Susanne Kreitz-Sandberg (Berlin: LIT, 2007) 33.
179 Joanna Liddle and Sachiko Nakajima, Rising Suns. Rising Daughters: Gender. Class and Power
in Japan (Bangkok: White Lotus; London; New York: Zed Books, 2000) 42.
180 Liddle and Nakajima 32-33.

96

lineage, house, or household, and which also signifies a building and a sense of
community.181 In effect, this broad understanding of the term enabled the formation of
the “nation-as-family” whereby the imperial household was the equivalent of the main
house and the citizenship of branch families. The conflation of nation and family led to
what social critic Yaya Aoki describes as a “peculiar kind of national polity, which is
anchored in a family system that encodes the Confucian ethics of filial piety and the
imperialistic historical view together.”182 What is important, here, is that imperialism
was a fabrication of modernization and imperial historicism, as were encoded concepts of
family, society and nation.
Historian Annette Schad-Seifert also sees the gendered division of family labour
as developing congruent to the emergence of Japan as a modem industrial society.
Schad-Seifert argues that gender roles became more firmly established as a result of the
emergence of Japan as a modem industrial society and the gendered division of labour in
the middleclass. The adoption of a Western-style household coupled with the
development of the country as an industrial nation meant that the care of children and
housework became strictly the domain of women, while the role of breadwinner came to
belong exclusively to men.183 In essence, this system established the model Japanese
woman as a middle-class housewife, who supported her working husband and educated
her children to be good citizens of the nation. Thus, the adoption of a Western gender
order helped to re-establish women’s subordination within the family structure through
the institution of gendered labour, mainly within the middle-class.

181
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However, it was the codification of samurai class values that cemented men’s
control over women in modem Japanese society as a whole. Prior to the Meiji
Restoration constructions of women were not universal; rather they were class divided
with hierarchal relationships between men and women being most stringent among the
ruling class. The decades following the dissolution of feudal domains (1871) ushered in
political and judicial reforms where the moral values of the samurai class of pre-modem
times (supported by Confucian ethics) became the building blocks of modem society.
This was namely the result of the Meiji Civil Code (1898) which, among other things,
established the rules of the family system. In the words of Joanna Liddle and Sachiko
Nakajima, during this time women underwent a process of “samurisation.” However,
unlike men who were constructed under the samurai ethic of bushido (the way of the
warrior), women were modelled after samurai concepts of wives and mothers who were
traditionally confined to the family sphere.184 While in folk culture the male and female
spheres had been more integrated and there had even been instances of inheritance by
daughters among the non-warrior class, subsequent to the Restoration married women
were obliged to live a chaste, secluded lifestyle and to surrender rights of property and of
offspring to the husband’s family.185 Not only did this increase women’s subordination
across the whole of society, but it also converted Japan into a single samurai model of the
family.186 In accordance with the samurai model, the family was reconstructed as a unit
that was on one hand, acceptable to the Western world, and on the other hand, fostered a
culturally specific notion of family under a homogenized nation-state ideology.

184 Liddle and Nakajima 42.
185 It was also only after the establishment o f the Meiji Civil Code that the protection o f the male
bloodline within the institution o f marriage became the accepted practice. Aoki 21.
186 Sharon Sievers, Flowers in Salt (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1983) 111
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The institution of national hegemonic gender order via the family structure
contributed to the naturalization of Japanese motherhood and femininity as the progeny
of “national culture” and customs, an outcome of which was the establishment of the
“good housewife, wise mother” (rydsai kenbo) ideology.187 The phrase “good housewife,
wise mother” was coined by Masano Nakamura in the 1870s. It was initially fostered
through the Education Ministry, who encouraged women to contribute to the nation
through good household management, the production and conscientious upbringing of
children, and the care of the old and sick. In its early stages the focus of rydsai kenbo
was on the “good housewife.” Women were called on to be prudent household managers
as a means to build national wealth and military strength (for example, via their duty of
saving for the national debt). In this way, family duties were fashioned as a form of
public service. This was a class initiative that mainly concentrated on the instruction of
family duties as a state service through the secondary education of girls from the middle
and upper-classes.188 From the 1920s onwards, emphasis shifted to the role of women as
“wise mother.” This change was prompted by the migration of men from rural to urban
areas, first in the 1920s when men moved to the cities as industrial workers, and second
in the 1930s and 1940s with the onset of military conscription. In the absence of a
patriarchal head, women were deemed the central figure in the family unit. This
reconfiguration of the household hierarchy transferred the emphasis from women as
skilled household managers to that of reproducers of military power and mothers of the
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nation. A woman’s contribution as a mother to the military strength of the nation was so
highly valued that it was even considered equal to a man’s role as a soldier.189
Through this conflation of private life with public duties, a woman’s position in
the home became a form of official public service. Historian Michiko Mae points out
that this particular demarcation of public and private spheres for women enabled them to
be used for and integrated into the process of nation building. Their role and function
under the title of “good housewife, wise mother,” led them to be designated as
“protectors” and “providers” of national and cultural identity by Meiji scholars and
modernizers because they produced the nation and its cultural identity. Thus, the
function of women as symbolic carriers/representatives of national and cultural identity
was linked to their role as mothers.190 Baby Contest II (see fig. 3.4.) draws attention to
the role of women as mothers of the empire. The etching depicts three smiling women;
each is holding up a healthy baby. The women are happy to have aided in the growth of
the nation, but even more so at having birthed boys, who will ostensibly grow up to be
soldiers of the empire. Significantly the face of each baby boy has been covered by the
imperial emblem - the chrysanthemum - signifying the interrelationship of motherhood
and empire.191

Is9 Liddle and Nakajima 54. For more on changes in ryôsai kenbo in relation to the dynamics o f
empire and war see Kathleen Uno, “Womanhood, War, and Empire: Transmutations o f “Good Wife, Wise
Mother” Before 1931,” Gendering Modem Japanese History, eds. Barbara Molony and Kathleen Uno
(Cambridge, Mass.; London: Harvard University Press, 2005): 493-519.
190 Michiko Mae, “From Culturality to Transculturality. The Paradigm Shift in Cultural and
Gender Studies,” Gender Dynamics and Globalisation: Perspectives on Japan within Asia, eds. Claudia
Derichs and Susanne Kreitz-Sandberg (Berlin: LIT, 2007) 28.
191 In present day Japan, motherhood is still championed as a national duty by Conservative
politicians. They are openly critical o f women who opt for careers over homemaking, accusing them o f
being selfish and unpatriotic, blaming the falling birthrate on women’s education and Western influences.
As a corrective to Japanese women’s supposed rejection o f “traditional” family life Conservatives have
sought to rescind women’s rights to own property and obtain a divorce and in 2003 it was suggested by
then Prime Minister Yoshiro Mori that women who have not fulfilled their civic duty by having children
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Fig. 3.4. Yoshiko Shimada, Baby Contest II, Private collection, 1995.
In Mother and Child (see fig. 3.5.) Shimada questions motherhood as a
fundamental element of the national structure. Fittingly, the foreground is occupied by
an image of Empress Kojun holding the current emperor Akihito, while in the middle we
see a group of Japanese women who are proudly showing off their “emperor’s children”
and, lastly, an image of a woman and baby who have been killed in an Osaka air raid.
The emphasis here is on their role as national mothers, not as individuals; the image
suggests that as mothers these women are equals. However, some critics have drawn
attention the social hierarchy depicted in this etching. Bloom feels this image contrasts
the different fate of Japanese mothers, showing the failure of ‘hakko Ichiu or “eight
worlds under the one universe of the Emperor’s love.”192 The pyramidal composition
visually reinforces the imbalanced relationship between the Empress, the decisive figure
of Japanese motherhood, and the civilian mothers who must sacrifice to ensure the
inviolability of the Imperial household and the nation. An aspect of Mother and Child

should not be eligible for a retirement pension. Susan D. Holloway, Women and Family in Contemporary
Japan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010) 4.
192 Bloom 39.
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that is commented on less often is the fact that all three images overlay an image of the
Virgin Mary and Jesus. This references that there were two concepts of maternity and
family on which the gendered social structure of modem Japan was modelled - one that
was Japanese and one that was Western in origin. In addition, the juxtaposition of these
four images suggests that Japanese women, like Mary, are virginal even in motherhood.

Fig. 3.5. Yoshiko Shimada, Mother and Child. 1993.
The implementation of a Western hegemonic gender order was in keeping with
Fukuzawa’s maxim “Leave Asia, join West.” It was yet another step in the direction of
modernization and Westernization that differentiated Japan from its “less advanced”
Asian neighbours. The general demarcation between Japan and its Asian neighbours
contributed to the perception that Japanese women were members of a superior culture.
Thus, the overall hegemonic position of Japan within Asia was accompanied by the
opinion that Japanese women were superior to other Asian women who were considered
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to be unenlightened and unsanitary.193 This, coupled with the belief that Japanese women
were racially superior to other Asians, fostered the development of the mother/prostitute
dichotomy that placed Japanese women in the role of mother and Korean and other Asian
women in the role of prostitute. In her work, Shimada emphasizes the underlying power
of the interconnection between the empire and the adoption of Western values of
imperialism that “helped create a culture of ‘divided and rule’ which encompasses
Japanese women who, seen as the exotic other by the ‘Western colonialists’ gaze, have
become colonizers who see themselves as ‘honorary white’ women against Asian
women, both at home and abroad.”194
The apposition of Japanese women as mothers and innocent supporters of the war,
with non-Japanese women as prostitutes is a recurring theme in Shimada’s etchings from
the 1990s. The triptych R+R (rest and recuperation) (see fig. 3.6.), R+R (rest and
reproduction! (see fig. 3.7.), R+R (rest and recreation! (see fig. 3.8.) is an illustration of
the three main roles of women during the 1930s and 1940s: nurse to the military forces,
caretaker of the nation’s children, and prostitute. In the absence of weapons and white
aprons, the “uniform” of the National Defence Women’s Organization, this work
underscores gendered renditions of wartime Japan as a “woman’s world,” and as a
civilian effort of defense.195 In contrast to the prostitute (who we deduce to be non
Japanese), the images of both the nurse and mother underscore the construction of
Japanese women as demure and virtuous. It is the opinion of curator Catherine Osborne
that through the juxtaposition of Japanese mothers with Asian prostitutes, Shimada
193 Shimada, Mito 44.
194 Fran Lloyd, “Strategic Intervention in Contemporary Japanese Art,” Consuming Bodies: Sex
and Contemporary Japanese Art, ed. Fran Lloyd (London: Reaktion Books, 2002) 188. See also Yoshiko
Shimada, Art Activism. 1992-98 (Tokyo, 1998).
195 Thomas 83.
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“theorizes that the concurrent existence of these two groups strengthened Japanese
women’s self-image of purity.”196 By separating the sexual activity of “wise mothers”
from the sexual activity of prostitutes, this etching compositionally emphasizes concepts
of hierarchy and difference.197

Fig. 3.6. Yoshiko Shimada. R+R (rest and recuperation). 1996; Fig. 3.7. Yoshiko
Shimada. R+R (rest and reproduction) . 1996; Fig. 3.8. Yoshiko Shimada. R+R (rest and
recreation). 1996.

196 Osborne 10.
197 In Pink Samurai: The Pursuit o f Sex and Politics in Japan. Nicholas Bom off writes about the
separation between procreative sex and sex for pleasure, noting that strict Confucian codes o f conduct
continue to keep these apart. In Japanese Confucianism sex is viewed as a diversion from social duty that
should be engaged in with procreation in mind. When not undertaken as a conjugal obligation it is
reluctantly conceded as an amusement that should not be allowed to go too far. This is quite interesting
when considered in relation to the subject matter that Shimada is dealing with. In keeping with Confucian
ethics, we clearly see the convergence o f marriage, procreative sex and patriotic duty in the figure o f the
Japanese woman. Though the comfort women system was clearly a “diversion” for the military forces that
went too far, it was constructed as outside the bounds o f Confucian turpitude because it contributed to the
strength o f the nation state. Though not pertinent to this series by Shimada, it is also interesting to note that
because licentious behavior has been so strictly regulated by Confucian ethics, it has also become a popular
form o f subversion in art, literature, and theatre. This has certainly been the case with the sexually explicit
works o f Neo Pop artists Takashi Murakami and Makoto Aida. Bom off 395.
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For Shimada the mother/prostitute binary is deeply embedded in women’s roles as
mothers of the military state in the decades preceding and during the war, a position that
she highlights in Tied to Apron Strings (see fig. 3.9.) and White Aprons (see fig. 3.10.).
The white apron is a recurring element in these works. Termed kappogi, the white apron
is a complex and meaningful symbol of both maternity and authority. As the adopted
uniform of the National Defence Women’s Organization, the white apron identified
women as defenders of the new colonies and as defenders of the nation. Putting on the
kappogi allowed women the freedom to be open participants in civic society, in addition
to being mothers and housewives. Though women’s equality hinged on the success of
the war, their ability to openly support the effort signalled women’s participation in
public life for the first time.198 Through their active participation in the National Defence
Women’s Organization women gained a sense of autonomy and citizenship. Thus, as a
symbolic military uniform the white apron functioned as an indicator of gender equality,
even if only on a superficial level.

Fig. 3.9. Yoshiko Shimada, Tied to Apron Strings. 1993; Fig. 3.10. Yoshiko Shimada,
White Aprons. 1993.

198
It is important to bear in mind that prior to suffrage in 1945 women had no legal rights, access
to education, and were not encouraged to take part in the social sphere. Women’s open and public support
o f troops marked a subtle shift in perspective on the value o f women as members o f civil society. Hagiwara
256.
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However, in Hagiwara’s opinion “...the most significant function of the apron
was to make any member into the mother of any soldier.”199*Hagiwara’s suggestion
points to the irony of the kappogi as a substitute military uniform and as a symbol of
motherhood, innocence, and purity (even today, the “uniform” of the average Japanese
housewife consists of an apron). In Shooting Lesson Shimada brings into question the
uncritical acceptance by Japanese women of this paradox. Of this work Shimada states:
Shooting Lesson is one of the first works I have done relating to war and women.
I was looking through the old propaganda photographs during the war, and this
photograph struck me as something peculiar, women in white aprons shooting.
My mother’s generation of women always told us about the hardship of war, how
they suffered. But here is a photograph of Japanese women in the Japanese
colony of North Korea practicing shooting to protect themselves and their
families from anti-Japanese Korean farmers. If the Japanese women were
wearing military uniforms I would not have been so shocked, but I did not expect
that the women would be wearing white aprons - symbols of maternal love and
care. In this image, what I had previously thought as two opposite entities,
motherhood and Imperialism, seemed to merge together in, what for me, was a
surprising image of the Japanese Imperial system. 00
The convergence of domesticity and militarism in White Aprons illustrates Shimada’s
point. Here three archival images are placed side-by-side: a Japanese housewife in the
kitchen, a woman learning to shoot, and members of the National Defence Women’s
Organization, some of them with children. Each woman wears a white apron underlining
the interconnection between women’s roles as nurturers and mothers, and as defenders of
the nation within the Imperial system. This series of etchings reveals the contradictions
of an official history that has “stressed the elevated status of Japanese women as
sacrosanct mothers of the empire and defenders of the nation during the same years that

199 Hagiwara 256.
2011 Bloom 38. Original quote taken from “Sleeping with your Enemy: Japanese Women and Power
in Recent History.” Presentation given at the 1999 College o f Art Association Conference in Los Angeles
on February 13, 1999.
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comfort women, being non-Japanese, could be used as sexual commodities without
public discussion.”201
Shimada has been criticized by Japanese feminists for her work dealing with the
contradictions of the Asian prostitute and the mother role of Japanese women and how
these dichotomies were in operation during the war as an organizing system. It is the
opinion of some Japanese feminists that emphasizing differences between Japanese and
Asian women leads to further separation and, that issues like militarized sexualization
should be regarded as issues of all women.

This criticism against Shimada’s work is

an extension of ongoing debates between Japanese and other Asian feminists on the
culpability of Japanese women in the colonialist endeavour. The creation and exhibition
of a number of Shimada’s works ran concurrent to a heated and public debate between
leading Japanese feminist Chizuko Ueno and scholar Kim Puja in 1995. It was Ueno’s
position that nationalism, ethnicity, and colonialism should be left out of the comfort
women debate, and focus instead on the victimization of both Japanese and Korean
comfort women by a system of patriarchy. In response, Puja declared that this allowed
Japanese women, including Ueno, to deny their responsibility and reinforced discourses
of Japanese nationalists who refute wrongdoing to Korean comfort women, based on the
argument that Japanese women were also victims.*203

20' Lloyd 88.
2,12 Shimada, Mito 44.
203 It is worth mentioning that the first comfort woman to come forward was not Korean, but
Japanese. Though she came forward with her story in the early 1970s, the comfort women debate did not
gain attention until three Korean women came forward in 1991. The recognition o f Japanese comfort
women remained taboo until the late 1990s, even among feminist groups. How to discuss Japanese
comfort women in relation to other Asian victims o f the comfort women system remains a contentious
issue. Ulrike Wohr, “Japanese Comfort Women - Sex Slaves or Prostitutes? An Issue o f Feminist Politics
and Historiography,” Gender Dynamics and Globalisation: Perspectives on Japan within Asia, eds. Claudia
Derichs and Susanne Kreitz-Sandberg (Berlin: LIT, 2007) 105-109.
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What Puja, Korean comfort women, and Shimada share is a belief that the
relationship between Japanese women and non-Japanese comfort women was not equal,
that it was in fact an act of ethnic and class discrimination. Shimada has dismissed her
critics, asserting that middle-class Japanese women were never in danger of becoming
comfort women. Indeed, as mothers of the nation middle-class Japanese women were
protected from a life of sexual slavery by their civic duty to produce and educate loyal
subjects. Shimada has stressed numerous times that she is interested in bringing into
question the political and social systems that construct the differences between Japanese
and other Asians and how the construct of “we” and “others” has been determined
through the history of Asia’s modernization.204
Look at Me/Look at You (see fig. 3.11.) is a commentary on the positionality of
Japanese and Korean women in the comfort women debate. Japanese women are
represented on one side of the mirror by a Western-style wedding dress, covered by a
white apron. The garment hangs over a pregnant belly. We can infer that its owner
belongs to the bourgeoisie, given Shimada’s persistent emphasis on the designation of
middle- and upper-class women as mothers of the nation. On the other side of the mirror,
Korean women are represented by a chima-chogori, a traditional Korean dress, covered
by a stained yukata, a cotton kimono that was the “uniform” of comfort women. In this
scenario, the Japanese mother/bride cannot see what lies on the other side of the mirror,
she can only see herself; from this perspective the Korean comfort woman is rendered
invisible. For the woman dressed in the chima-chogori and yukata her difference and
invisibility are all that she sees. Ella Shohat views this work as establishing a dialectical
relationship which “makes audible the silences of Korean women, subjugated under a
204 Shimada, Milo 44.
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Japanese imperial system that divided women’s sexuality into two opposed national
camps.”205 What is more, it makes clear the artist’s position that these works are really
about examining women’s participation in the war effort and their reluctance to address
the past. In placing the mirror so that only the Japanese woman can reflect on her own
image, Shimada is asking all Japanese women to “rethink the existing image of women
and war, women as victims, women as peace-loving mothers...”206

Fig. 3.11. Yoshiko Shimada, Look at Me/Look at You. Ota Fine Arts, Tokyo, 1995.
However, Look at Me/Look at You does more than comment on a historical
moment and the difficulty of addressing a past that excuses the complicity of Japanese
women with the imperial agenda. It suggests the continued invisibility and voicelessness
of the Korean diaspora within the Japanese population. Though many Korean residents
in Japan are third and fourth generation, as non-Japanese nationals they have no
citizenship rights (they must carry alien cards which designate them as tokubetsu eijuusha
or special permanent residents) and many do not go by their Korean names for fear of

205 Ella Shohat, introduction, Talking Visions: Multicultural Feminism in a Transnational Age, ed.
Ella Shohat (Cambridge; London: MIT Press, 2001) 33.
206 Shimada, “Art, Feminism, and Activism” 245.
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social and workplace discrimination.

While Shohat interprets this work as establishing

the difficulty of engaging in a dialogue when Japanese women’s complicity with
imperialism is overlooked, it also establishes the difficulty of engaging in a dialogue
when the presence of the Korean diaspora itself is overlooked.
In her work Shimada has attempted to breakdown the binary between Japanese
and Korean residents through a dialogue between the Korean minority and the Japanese
majority, without evoking the cliché response of “minority women sad stories” on the
part of the Japanese audience.20728209210 As such, establishing interchange between victim and
aggressor is an essential component in many of Shimada’s projects.

This is the case

with the artist book Comfort Women/Women of Conformity (see fig. 3.12.). This
twenty-two page book is comprised of photographic images and texts. The left side of

207 Kangja Hwangbo, representative o f Mirine (Association o f Korea Comfort Women) notes that
as a teacher she is barred from working in more than half o f all public schools in Japan. Hwangbo is
actively involved in the fight to better practical social rights such as employment, education and welfare, as
well as educating current generations o f Koreans. Since 1996 Hwangbo has also worked with Yoshiko
Shimada in supporting the House o f Sharing, an organization that advocates on behalf o f the surviving
comfort women in Korea. Kangja Hwangbo, “Art Activism and Korean Minority Rights,” Another Japan
is Possible: N ew Social Movements and Global Citizenship Education, ed. Jennifer Chan (Stanford:
Stanford University Press. 2008): 281-283.
208 Shohat 33.
209 Shimada is referring to a symposium that she helped to organize in November 2004 about
diaspora and art, namely the Korean diaspora in Japan. At the symposium Shimada wanted to use art as a
new way to view the binary between Japanese and Korean women. This involved showing the work o f
some young Korean resident’s artworks and a project with Korean women to make a family-photograph
artwork. Shimada felt she was not entirely successful in her endeavour because o f the reluctance by older
Korean participants to speak o f their experience, as well as the pitying reaction o f the Japanese audience.
Another issue that arose was the generational tension between older and younger Koreans over the “right”
identity and who lays claim to the “right” identity. For example, some younger generation Koreans have
been accused o f exploiting their ethnicity to achieve fame. As well, there are few minority women artists
in Japan making work about the experience o f minority women and even fewer that get shown in major
galleries and museums, denying them an “authentic” voice. Shimada, “Art, Feminism, and Activism” 244.
210 Shimada has been involved in a number o f exhibitions that seek to create dialogue between
women artists in the region o f Asia. In 1997, she took part in Lord o f the Rim: In Herself/ For Herself
(Hsin Chuang, Taiwan, December 1997-January 1998) which brought together women artists from Taiwan,
Korea, and Japan. The primary goal o f the exhibition was to address historical memories and oral histories
from the perspective o f gender and identity. The exhibition was framed as a transnational feminist project
that sought to represent marginal subjects in feminist and art historical discourses. See the review by YingYing Chien, “Marginal Discourse and Pacific Rim Women's Arts,” Development Cultures: New
Environments. N ew Realities. New Strategies spec, issue o f Signs 29.2 (2004): 663-677.
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the book features images of and quotes by surviving comfort women, while the right side
features photographs of Japanese women from the war era coupled with quotes by
Hiratsuka Raicho, the pioneering force behind the post-Restoration feminist movement,
Japanese scholars and military officials.

Fig. 3.12. Yoshiko Shimada, “Comfort Women/Women of Conformity”, 1994.
In its configuration and narratives the book underlines the diametrically opposed
positions of these two groups. Consider, for example, a segment that pairs an extract
from Raicho’s essay “Marriage, Family and Children” with a quote from Lee Gyong
Song. Song was recruited to be a comfort woman when she was twelve; she worked in a
comfort house attached to a munitions factory for four years. Raicho writes: “For the
protection of our racial superiority and motherhood, we urge the necessity of prohibition
against marriage of the inferior (those who are mentally ill, retarded, alcoholic and
infected with epidemic).”211 To the left, Song’s text reads: “I got pregnant when I was
sixteen. The lieutenant said, “We don’t need a Korean baby who won’t be loyal to the

211

Hagiwara 261.
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Emperor.” He stabbed my stomach and killed the foetus.”212 In citing Raicho in
opposition to Song, Shimada complicates the history of feminism in Japan and its
historical focus on matemalism, exposing the intersection of early feminist and
nationalist goals.213 Indeed, Raicho’s quote and Song’s narrative equally identify the
racialization of motherhood under Japanese imperialism.
Another segment retells the story of Kim Dae II who was forcibly sold into a
military brothel in Shanghai and later transferred to numerous front lines in China. Kim,
now in her late seventies, recalls an incident from the past, stating: “When I had to serve
fifty soldiers a day, I fainted from exhaustion. They gave me medicine but I still felt
dizzy. Then a soldier put a lighted cigarette into my nostrils and vagina to wake me up.”
Her account confronts the text of an army officer who praises the motherly love of
Japanese women. He states: “There is nothing like a cigarette after a long march. Now
all you have to do is to smoke because it has already been lit by a caring woman in a
white apron. She willingly lights a cigarette for a soldier. She is like a mother, who
willingly opens the breast to feed a crying baby. Motherly love is exactly the same as the
womanly love that offers a lighted cigarette to a tired soldier.” This text is accompanied
by an image of a woman lighting a soldier’s cigarette. She is wearing a white apron and
a sash marked “National Women’s Defence Organization.”214

212 The original image and quote by Song can be found in a book o f portraits and accounts o f ex
comfort women by Japanese photo-journalist Takashi Itoh. Itoh’s book consists o f recent portraits, taken in
the years after these women came out and demanded an apology from the Japanese government. Hagiwara
261.
213 For example, in 1937 the state provided welfare and medicine for poor mothers with young
children under the Mother and Child Protection Law. This was in part a response to feminist demands for
maternity protection, but more so an attempt on the part o f the government to encourage women to have
large families and engage in patriotic activities. Liddle and Nakajima 55.
2,4 Hagiwara 262.
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Notably, the text that retells the story of Kim Dae II covers her mouth. This is
true of all the images of comfort women, who are mainly featured in portrait-style
photographs. The obscuration of their mouths suggests a gag, perhaps referencing their
long years of silence and their continued inability to be heard or to be recompensed. This
stands in contrast to the opposite images, in which the Japanese women are wholly
observable as they engage in their civil duties in support of the war. At the end of the
book Shimada draws attention to the post-war response of ordinary Japanese women, in
which they remove themselves from blame, simply stating “it was the fault of war” and
“we suffered too.”215216 This response gives credence to the uncontested history of Japanese
women as wartime heroines - as nurses, factory workers, and correspondents - and by all
accounts innocent. For Shimada the question of how to break the cycle of blamelessness
is paramount. The inability to acknowledge that Japanese women were perpetrators
through action and inaction is an impediment to the critical examination of the imperial
system in the past and as it informs present society; it supports the notion that Japan’s
system of patriarchy is still in place without questioning where Japanese women stand,
historically and as part of Japan’s current economic power.

215 Hagiwara 263.
216 Yoshiko Shimada, letter to Catherine Osborne, 27 November 2006, Divide and Rule (Toronto:
A Space Gallery, 1997) 21. In 2002, Shimada founded the Feminist Art Action Brigade (F.A.A.B.). It is
made up o f women artists, scholars, and curators with the mandate to engage in a variety o f social issues.
Past activities have included war protest group art shows and collaborations with Women in Black Tokyo
(part o f an international women’s peace activist group). In the Brigade’s manifesto, Shimada writes:
“While we thought old ideologies were dead, imperialism, colonialism and militarism have all made a great
comeback. The bad old patriarchal system is alive and well as ever, and have even become
unapologetically ruthless.” This perspective is core to her artistic and theoretical practice. Shimada, “Art,
Feminism and Activism” 242-243; Rebecca Jennison, “Borderline Cases: For Women on the Borderlines,”
n.paradoxa 15 (2005): 23.
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It is the contention of John Clark that historical aporia is possible “through the
refusal of local discourses to accept the structural exclusion of their neighbours.”

The

work of Yoshiko Shimada operates as a site where local discourse begins with the self. It
recognizes the local as embedded in the artist’s position as Japanese, as Asian, and as a
woman. As a form of address, the artist implicates herself in this process as a means to
critically dissect the production of gendered, raced, and classed identities through Japan’s
modernizing process and the continued occlusion of contentious histories. It is for this
reason that upon receiving her education in studio arts and humanities from Scripps
College, California, Shimada returned to Japan - to address the emperor system and the
hierarchies it engenders from the inside. She reclaims a discarded past through the
citation of archival photographs that exposes the danger in the rhetoric of the ‘uniquely
Japanese’ espoused in Japan’s recent colonial past and the continuing mythology of ‘one
family.’*218 Through a feminist lens, Yoshiko Shimada takes to task the patriarchal and
ethnocentric ideologies that have supported Japanese imperialism, offering a complex re
examination of Japan’s imperial past from the perspectives of gender, class and ethnicity.

21'Clark 286.
218 Yoshiko Shimada, “Afterword: Japanese Pop Culture and the Eradication o f History,”
Consuming Bodies: Sex and Contemporary Japanese Art, ed. Fran Lloyd (London: Reaktion Books, 2002)
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Conclusion
The application of feminist and gender theory to Japanese art and art history is
still in its infancy. Their relevance to the Japanese visual field has been overshadowed by
a number of competing dialogues on the Japanese contemporary; namely discourses of
the transnational and the theorization of a contemporary Asian art, coupled with the
institutional focus on the Japanese avant-garde and medium specific practices. The full
articulation of a feminist or gendered practice has been lost somewhere in the
crosscurrents of these dialogues and the question and the problematization of the location
of Japanese women artists in art historical discourse remains an important task. So what
can we do to gain a more comprehensive understanding of this subject? What does the
articulation of a feminist art practice in Japan necessitate? How can we use feminist and
gender theory to move forward and expand this nascent field?
It is essential that this investigation situate Japan as at the center of this inquiry,
rather than on the periphery of a Western-centered dialogue. Acknowledging the
influence of landmark feminist art historical texts from the West as the impetus behind
this mode of inquiry in Japanese academia is part of this process. However, it is also
necessary to acknowledge feminist discourse as it has developed in Japan as an
underlying source for Japanese women artists and scholars invested in the critique of
Japanese society and culture from a feminist perspective. It is only from this standpoint
that work by artists like Yoshiko Shimada, Mako Idemitsu and Hiroko Okada can be
fully understood as an active negotiation and problematization of matemalism as a
marker of national and cultural identity. This project has already begun due to the efforts
of scholars like Lisa Bloom whose work seeks to forgo comparative analysis in its
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reconsideration of issues of feminism, art theory and cultural difference. This type of
scholarship shows that it is possible to acknowledge cultural specificity within a feminist
transnationalist framework. It also shows that at times this model is necessary. The
significance of Shimada’s critique is only strengthened when understood as a kind of
multicultural feminism that takes as its subject the decolonization of cultural
communities inside and outside of Japan, in conjunction with the rearticulation of modem
“Japaneseness.”219 Then again, it is prudent to question the political expediency of
privileging certain artists or artworks that are easily inserted into feminist transnationalist
dialogues. How can the plethora of texts about Shimada’s work that deal with Korean
comfort women, in comparison to the dearth of writing on Made in Occupied Japan
(1998) which examines the Americanization of Japanese culture and the post-war
prostitution of Japanese women, be explained?
Beyond expanding the existing scholarship on contemporary women artists, it is
o f fundamental importance to mine the past for undiscovered or lost practices. Not only
is this necessary in order to obtain some historical perspective on the gendered nature of
art production in ancient and modem Japan but also as a point of comparison between
past and present artists. In the case of art after the postwar period, one does not have to
look too far back to find examples of Japanese women artists whose work, though
important, has remained unexamined by Western scholarship. As an example, I would
like to consider an artist named Taeko Tomiyama. Since the mid-1980s, Tomiyama has
been addressing a broad range of Japanese war crimes from the conscription of Koreans
to work in Japanese coal mines in the 1930s to the issue of comfort women. Like

■l9 See Caren Kaplan, “Beyond the Pale: Rearticulating U.S. Jewish Whiteness,” Talking Visions:
Multicultural Feminism in a Transnational A ge, ed. Ella Shohat (Cambridge; London: MIT Press) 451-484.
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Shimada, Tomiyama takes as her starting point her position as Japanese, implicating
herself in the representation and critique of the crimes perpetrated by the Japanese
government and the common citizenship.220 Hiroko Hagiwara has written about both of
these artists. She stresses that questions about Japanese imperialism and matemalism are
ones that Shimada herself is raising and that as an artistic practice this issue does not pre
date Shimada.221 This may be true. But if one considers Tomiyama as a precursor to
Shimada, then one must also wonder why Tomiyama has been excused from art historical
discourse while Shimada has been championed for her dissection of Japanese
imperialism. And why, as artists equally invested in addressing Japan’s historical aporia,
have there been no real attempts to draw connections between the modus operandi of
Tomiyama and Shimada? And what of Mako Idemitsu who has been exploring the
reinterpretation of Japanese women’s roles and identities in the context of the modem
patriarchal “family” since the 1970s?
Western scholarship has largely ignored Japanese art and its institutions from the
modem period, simply disregarding them as derivative of Western models. In art
historical scholarship this thinking has led to a near-complete break between the modem
and contemporary periods. However, when it comes to an investigation of gender in
contemporary Japanese art, it is not always enough to begin one’s inquiry in the
immediate postwar decades. The process of genderization that has affected women
artists in the contemporary period did not just begin after 1945; its roots extend much

2:0 See Taeko Tomiyama, “Shadows from a Distant Scene,” Third Text 33 (1995-1996): 61-66;
Hiroko Hagiwara, “Silenced by ‘History’: Taeko Tomiyama’s ‘Harbin Station’ Series,” Third Text 33
(1995-1996): 67-72.
221 Hiroko Hagiwara, “Comfort Women: Women o f Conformity: the Work o f Yoshiko Shimada,”
Generations and Geographies in the Visual Arts: Feminist Readings, ed. Griselda Pollock (London; New
York: Routledge, 1996) 264. See also

farther than that. A closer examination of the practices of Miwa Yanagi and Yoshiko
Shimada reveal that modem constructs of nation, race, gender, class, and economy
continue to motivate contemporary Japanese society and influence women’s art
production. Perhaps it is time to begin thinking more about the construction of art and art
history as an apparatus of the modernizing process, and as a mode of operation with
enduring effects. To do so functions as a means to gain much needed historical
perspective on the structural exclusions faced by Japanese women artist from the modem
period onwards; it is an approach that necessitates a closer look at the process of
genderization and racialization of bodies within the construct of modem and
contemporary Japan.
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